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ABSTRACT 
This exploratory qualitative study investigated the college choice processes 
of 25 African American college students. Individual interviews that asked the 
students to look back on their college choice processes during high school 
provided the data for the study. The goals of the study were to (1) identify the 
difficulties that these students encountered when searching for and applying to 
colleges, (2) identify the factors that helped them succeed in gaining acceptance 
to college, and (3) develop a model of the college choice process based on the 
identified factors. 
The findings provide understandings of the positive and negative factors that 
African American students may encounter in the college choice process and 
provide a model of the optimal process. This model is designed to help 
counselors in high schools and colleges change organizational arrangements 
and procedures, both within and between institutions, to better assist African 
American high school students in the transition to higher education. Other wider 
societal and political changes that may assist students in the transition to higher 
education are identified and discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
This study investigated the college choice process from the perspectives 
of 25 African American students who were already enrolled in college. The 
primary goal of this study was to examine the college choice processes of these 
students in order to identify barriers and obstacles that they encountered, and to 
identify factors that made possible their transition to higher education. Findings 
from the study may help counselors address the specific information and 
support that African American high school students may need, and show 
college admission professionals and policymakers where and how 
improvements in the delivery of information can be made. The decision was 
made to interview African American students because African Americans are 
considered to be underrepresented at colleges in the United States. 
A secondary goal of this study was to use the findings to modify an existing 
prototypic model of the college choice process to better reflect the needs of 
African American students. The resulting student-centered model may also help 
inform college admission professionals at the high school and college levels in 
facilitating the transition to higher education of African Americans and other 
underrepresented populations. 
The study was exploratory using qualitative methods that involved 
individual interviews with African American college students. As such, no .a. 
grjQ[i hypotheses were developed. The researcher examined specific situations 
and then looked for common themes. Themes were identified and interpreted 
by the researcher, and relevant hypotheses were developed. 
Participants were asked in the interviews to look back on the time that they 
were searching for and applying to colleges. From the analysis, the researcher 
constructed a student-centered model of the college choice process for African 
American students. The term "student-centered model" refers to a model in 
which the student is the focus and the central agent, and the process is 
evaluated in terms of the outcomes for the student. 
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An awareness and a better understanding of information needs, and a 
model of the college choice process that is comprehensive, developmentally 
based, and student-centered can provide important insights. These 
understandings will inform both high school and college admission counselors 
working with African American students to deliver services and information 
effectively and efficiently. As a result, African American students may make 
better informed decisions about the best ways to further their education. With an 
understanding of college choice that is based on identified information needs, 
colleges may be able to recruit more African American students. At the same 
time, colleges may help students avoid financial problems which could have 
been prevented with timely and appropriate financial aid information. At college, 
students who have had access to adequate, appropriate, and effective 
information on the college choice process may find that some of the problems 
that the research (Hsiao, 1992) has identified (e.g., the separation from their 
culture, the economic realities, the bureaucratic nature of institutions) have 
been anticipated and addressed in proactive ways. 
Problem Statement 
Research Questions 
This study was designed to address the following research questions: 
1.) What are the information needs of African American students in the 
college choice process? 
2.) What information on the college choice process was helpful and not 
helpful to them? 
3.) Was the information available when the students needed it? 
4.) What sources of information were they most likely to use? 
5.) What do African American students need at the high school level to 
help them with the successful transition to college? 
6.) What were the barriers they encountered? 
7.) What concerns did they have? 
8.) Can a student-centered model of the college choice process be 
developed to help professionals enhance opportunities and facilitate the 
transition to higher education for these students? 
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9.) Can counselors rework structures and practices at the high school level 
to increase the number of African American students who matriculate 
successfully to college? 
Rationale 
Based on the researchers observations as a practitioner, it seems that 
students who go through the college choice process in thorough and 
developmentally appropriate ways may make the best decisions about colleges 
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and, in addition, may achieve a sense of self-efficacy that they can take with 
them to college. Conversely, tudents who are not given the opportunity to go 
through this process in thorough and developmentally appropriate ways may 
not make the best educational decisions and, in addition, may not achieve the 
same sense of self-efficacy that will help them succeed in college. For example, 
first-generation college students are less likely to get the help that they need 
during the college choice process (Fallon, 1997), and are more likely to drop 
out of college during the first semester and have lower first-semester grades 
than students with one or more college-educated parents {Riehl, 1994). A 
number of factors may cause the higher drop-out rate and and lower grades of 
first-generation students; however, the amount of help these students get during 
the college choice process is a factor that warrants investigation. It is also a 
factor that can be addressed and influenced at the high school level. 
Addressing these issues and looking for solutions have significant 
implications for the individual, the community, and society. Ray (1992) cited 
statistics that indicate that fifty percent of students entering college drop out, 
transfer, or have their education interrupted in some fashion, and concludes that 
this is a large proportion of "able students meeting with frustration and failure in 
their educational progress, which not only interferes with the students' lives and 
productivity, but also produces a strain on society at large" (p. 2). More recently, 
it has been reported that the percentage of students who drop out of college in 
the first year has reached an all-time high (Gose, 1996). 
While these problems exist, 
[i]n many respects, research on the process of postsecondary 
educational decision-making or student college choice is still in its 
infancy. Although this phenomenon has received considerable 
attention in the last ten years ... there is still much to be learned. To 
date, college choice models have relied heavily upon theoretical 
constructs borrowed from economics, status attainment, and social 
capital research. While college choice models based upon these 
perspectives have advanced our understanding of the college 
choice phenomenon, these perspectives can also limit future 
research because they constrain the variables and processes 
which investigators consider. (Hamrick and Hossler, 1996, p. 179) 
Hamrick and Hossler's (1996) observation seems to call for another 
perspective. This study presents a new model that presents the college choice 
process from an alternative perspective, the perspective of the student. 
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Hamrick and Hossler (1996) suggest that information processing theories 
of cognitive development may offer new and useful perspectives for research on 
the topic of college choice. They cite the work of Huber and McDaniel (1986) 
and Stinchcombe (1990) which suggest that information processing involves 
making decisions about what to decide about, and making exclusionary or 
evaluative statements. In the college choice context, information processing 
could be seen as a continuous process of reducing uncertainty about colleges; 
gathering information about colleges, processing it, and making decisions is a 
cyclical activity. At each stage, uncertainty is reduced, and the outputs of that 
stage become the inputs for the next. According to Hamrick and Hossler, the 
unit of analysis considered in an information-processing approach is the high 
school student in a social setting, "seeking and using information to make 
informed decisions about postsecondary educational institutions. This 
information-processing approach to college choice puts the emphasis on the 
student as an information-gathering and -processing agent [italics added)" (p. 
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182). 
Information-processing theories also offer useful perspectives on the 
college choice process because of the fundamental assumptions and 
characteristics of these theories: Thinking is information processing; the 
emphasis is on the precise analysis of change mechanisms; the view of 
development is of a process of continuous self-modification; and the focus is on 
careful task analyses - which processes are performed, in what order, and for 
how much time (Siegler, 1991 ). 
The above quotation from Hamrick and Hossler {1996) su_ggests the need 
for a student-centered model. An information-processing approach to the 
college choice process could be one way to put the emphasis on the student in 
the area of model development. This idea represents a beginning; however, 
much more work needs to be done toward this end. 
According to Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989), 
[s]ystematic, theory-driven research on college choice can enhance 
the accumulated knowledge on student coUege choice. It can lead 
to more effective policy decisions at the federal, state, and 
institutional levels. Students may also benefit from an improved 
understanding of college choice [italics added], which can lead to 
aid policies. high school guidance activities. and marketing 
activities that make college more accessible to students and that 
increase the likelihood of student fit !italics added]. This would 
benefit the research community and policy-makers and extend our 
understanding of postsecondary institutions and students. {p. 283) 
Most of the previous research in this area has taken a quantitative 
approach to the understanding of the college choice process, involving surveys 
of large numbers of students. These longitudinal, questionnaire-based studies 
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have generated much useful data. They have also raised many questions that 
remain unanswered and call for further research. This may be especially true for 
African American students. Bateman and Hossler (1996), for example, raise 
questions regarding the development of educational plans among African 
American students that need to be addressed in future research. The authors 
suggest that future studies should seek to identify additional factors in the 
development of educational plans for African American students. They propose 
taking some conceptual leads from the work of Sedlacek and Miville (1991) 
who found that what they called "noncognitive" variables (e.g., social factors, 
cultural factors) are better predictors of student persistence than many of the 
traditional predictors of persistence (e.g., high school GPA, SAT scores). 
Bateman and Hossler add that Sedlacek and Miville's research could be fertile 
ground for additional research on student college choice by African Americans, 
suggesting that future studies could include noncognitive variables, school 
factors, and the role of information in the decision-making process. 
Second, they suggest that research is needed on the search and choice 
stages of African American students to determine if factors chan~ as students 
proceed through the process, and whether the process is different for African 
American students. They contend that studies such as these will provide 
additional insight and assist in the development of institutional and public 
policies designed to increase the participation of African American students in 
higher education. Freeman (1997) stated that, by all accounts, the college 
choice process for African American high school students is a complicated one, 
which necessarily has to take into consideration their culture. Otherwise, 
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proposed solutions could be based on models that may not fit the 
circumstances of these students. Information is needed that can guide 
counselors and others to help students develop during the process, and 
emerge from the process having learned about themselves and be in a position 
to make improved decisions about college. 
The term "college choice process" rather than "college choice" is used 
here and throughout the study to emphasize that searching for, and applying to, 
colleges is an ongoing series of decisions rather than a single act. Many 
counselors would (lgree with the statement that ~[p]erhaps the most helpful and 
reassuring word to the students and their parents is 'process'" (Hanselman, 
1996, p. 5). Viewing college choice as a process enables the student and family 
to address issues and decisions in a systematic, step-by-step manner. 
According to Hanselman (1996), one of the advantages to this approach to the 
process is that "the students themselves will enter freshman year (of college] 
with a heightened sense of confidence because of the self-exploration process 
they underwent throughout high school" (p. 6). 
Most contributions to the literature on the college choice process have 
been undertaken from a postsecondary institutional marketing and recruitment 
perspective, and have focused on students' background characteristics and 
institutional (high school and college) characteristics. Very little research has 
been done on the student perspective of the process. Some of the institutional 
marketing and recruitment literature reports that the process is like a funnel, 
where all high school seniors go in the top and a few come out the bottom to 
attend a particular college (Hamrick & Hossler, 1996). The focus of this research 
was to examine whatgoes on inside the funnel. While identifying these 
background characteristics is important, high school and college admission 
counselors cannot intervene to change or affect them (Bateman & Hossler, 
1996). 
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Researchers and policymakers "rarely include the individuals who are the 
focus of their studies in the development of solutions to their own problems" 
(Freeman, 1997, p. 523). This study investigated the college choice process 
from the perspectives of a group of African American students who have gone 
through the process and enrolled in college, and examined the information 
needs of these African American students and the sources of information 
available to them at various times in the process. These information needs and 
sources included human resources (e.g., counselors, teachers, parents, older 
siblings, peers), print resources (e.g., guidebooks, "how-to" books), and others. 
This study also investigated the appropriateness of the timing of information 
delivery. In addition, the study also identified the barriers that these students 
encountered and the concerns that they had during the process. The 
identification of these barriers and concerns can help counselors address them 
in proactive ways. 
Philosophical and Cultural Assumptions 
It is important to address the researcher's philosophical and cultural 
assumptions that influenced this research. First of all is the belief that the 
research should be student-centered. Although the health and well-being of 
institutions of higher education is important, free market forces can and should 
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affect the survival of these institutions. Recruitment for the sake of the individual 
student and not for the sake of the institution should be the primary goal of 
counseling professionals involved in college admissions. 
Along with the belief that the research should include a student-centered 
perspective of the process, the researcher suggests that the study also include 
a family-centered perspective (recognizing that families are sometimes not 
involved or are counterproductive), an understanding of students' 
responsibilities in the process, and an understanding of appropriate 
interventions by counselors throughout the process. 
It is also important to state that this was not a study of the college's role in 
retention. Although the participants were college students, the goal is to have 
them look retrospectively at the college choice process during the high school 
years. 
The decision was made to select the majority of subjects (23 out of 25) 
from a group of current college students and to add two recent college 
graduates. There were two reasons for this decision. First, the investigator 
wanted as many specific responses as possible and was concerned with the 
participants losing or distorting memories over time. Second, the investigator 
wanted the participants to evaluate their high school experiences in terms of 
getting to college and to minimize the influence of the college experience itself 
as much as possible. 
Finally, this was not a study of the resilience of certain children. Although 
some of the participants were students who have overcome major obstacles, 
the focus was primarily on the students' perceptions of the environmental and 
organizational structures that supported and helped them. 
Definitions 
The College Choice Process 
In a previous study (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1987), college 
choice was defined as "a complex, multistage process during which an 
individual develops aspirations to continue formal education beyond high 
school, followed later by a decision to attend a specific college, university or 
institution of advanced vocational training" (p. 234). 
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Related to college choice, Jordaan (1963) defined vocational exploration 
as a variety of cognitive and behavioral activities designed to generate 
information about the individual and the environment that is used to prepare for, 
enter, adjust to, and progress in an occupation. Parallel to this definition, 
college exploration can be defined as a variety of cognitive and behavioral 
activities designed to generate information about the high school student and 
postsecondary options that is used to prepare for, enter, adjust to, and progress 
in postsecondary education. 
In this study, the college choice process is defined as the variety of 
cognitive and behavioral activities in which a student engages in order to 
prepare for, explore, apply to, enroll in, and progress in, postsecondary 
education. Cognitive and behavioral activities in the college choice process 
include researching and evaluating colleges, engaging in introspection and 
self-evaluation, discussing relevant issues with others, taking admissions tests, 
filling out applications, writing essays, visiting colleges, and others. 
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The word "college" is used throughout this study to mean any 
postsecondary educational institution. The focus was on four-year colleges and 
universities, as all of the participants in the study were attending or recently 
graduated from four-year institutions. 
A Student-Centered Model 
The term "student-centered model" of the college choice process refers to 
a model in which the student is the focus and the central agent, and the process 
will be evaluated in terms of the outcomes for the student, as evaluated by the 
student. 
Opportunity Structures 
Opportunity structures are defined as the pathways to success in American 
culture (Marshall, 1994). More specifically, in this study, they are defined as the 
"organizational arrangements and processes within institutions and the 
linkages between organizations that define and mediate individuals' 
achievements" (McDonough, 1997, p. 2). 
Attributes. Inputs. and Subprocesses 
Attributes are social and cognitive qualities and characteristics, and other 
background characteristics, of the student, family, school, community, and 
society. Inputs are information about the college choice process from sources 
which include counselors, books, computers, materials from colleges, and the 
media. Subprocesses are a series of related events, activities, and changes 
(cognitive and behavioral), which are part of a larger process involving 
progression or development. 
African American and Black 
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While all of the participants in this study were African American, 
sometimes the more general term "Black " is also used in this study. Black is 
only used here as a descriptor when a study is quoted that used the term Black, 
or as part of the term "Historically Black Colleges and Universities." 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Seven strands of research in the literature inform this study: (1) Models of 
the college choice process, (2) Opportunity structures for higher education, (3) 
Delivery of college information, (4) College counseling, (5) Minority access to 
higher education, (6) "First-generation" college students, and (7) College 
decision making. 
Models of the College Choice Process 
Most contributions to the literature on the college choice process have 
been undertaken using postsecondary institutional marketing and recruitment 
perspectives, while very little research has focused on the student perspective 
of the process. Meanwhile, in high schools, the focus of college choice is often 
on the product (getting into a college) rather than on the process. 
Using a concept consistent with the trait factor research that focuses on 
person-environment fit and has guided career counseling and theory (Holland, 
1973; Gati, 1989), Fay-Williams and Williams (1995) state that the central 
purpose of the college choice process is "to promote the growth and self-
actualization of the student. In the final analysis, the student who knows the 
most about herself or himself, and has good information about colleges, has the 
best chance to make a decision that is singularly appropriate" (p. 33). 
In a year-long longitudinal study of the college decision-making process, 
Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996) found that 
[s]tudents' certainty in the decision and readiness to make a decision rose 
over time. As the process continued, students reported increasing 
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satisfaction with the information they had obtained, and more comfort with 
the process itself. However, overall levels of reported enjoyment of the 
process were low to moderate, and overall ratings of the stressfulness of 
the decision remained high. Students gave evidence of seeing this 
decision as a life-framing one. (p. 3) 
A self-reported limitation of Gaiotti and Kozberg's (1996) study is that, 
throughout, they treated the college decision as a single decision, which they 
thought might oversimplify the process. They suggest that students might 
experience this process as consisting of a number of subdecisions (e.g., should 
they consider college at all? If so, how should they go about gathering 
information? When and where should they apply? To whom should they turn for 
guidance and support?). They concluded that further research might investigate 
each of these potential "parts" of the process in more detail. 
While students are in the process of looking for colleges, colleges are in 
the process of looking for students. According to McDonough (1994), there are, 
in fact, two separate but interacting processes taking place at the same time: 
"Applicants apply to and enroll in college at the encouragement of family, 
friends, teachers, counselors, advertising materials, and other sources ... 
Colleges conduct marketing assessments, establish entrance standards, select, 
and enroll students" (p. 427). 
Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989) have categorized current 
models of college choice into four types: Econometric, sociological, consumer, 
and combined. These models of student college choice have been developed 
to inform marketing and recruiting policies (Chapman, 1981 ), to explain public 
versus private matriculation decisions (Tierney, Houang, & Henson, 1979), and 
to forecast changes in student behavior based on changes in public policies 
(Nolfi, Fuller, Corazzini, Epstein, Freeman, Manski, Nelson, & Wise, 1978). 
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The processes of student college choice and institutional recruitment of 
individuals have been studied as separate phenomena using different 
paradigms (McDonough, 1994). According to McDonough, three models have 
dominated: 
1.) sociological status attainment analyses of access [sociological]; 2.) 
higher education analyses of college choice [consumer]; and 3.) 
econometric analyses of institutional marketing and the impact of financial 
aid policies on individual behavior [econometric]. The two micro-level 
approaches are status attainment [sociological] and higher education 
theories of college choice [consumer]. Status attainment research has 
enlightened us on the educational progress of aggregates of students 
grouped by ability, social class, and ethnicity, while research on college 
choice looks at those same people as individuals progressing through a 
series of stages of college consideration and choice. The macro-level 
marketing and policy analyses [econometric] focus on the ability of 
institutions to bring about change in an individual's choice process. (p. 
429-430) 
These observations raise the question, "for whose benefit is this change in 
an individual's choice process being initiated?" Is it for the individual's benefit, 
the institution's benefit, or both? In some cases, it may be the individual's; in 
others, it is clearly the institution's; and in others, it may be both. For example, 
according to Bateman and Hossler (1996), the intent of the Hossler and 
Gallagher (1987) model is to assist both institutional and public policymakers in 
exerting more influence over the college choice decision-making process. 
These influences on individuals' choice processes need to be analyzed in 
detail to determine who ultimately benefits from them. Utten (1982) noted that 
"[i]f student behavior is to be changed, it should result in more effective college-
selection processes, the enhancement of personal development, or social 
benefits" (p. 397). 
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Most of the commonly used college choice models identify three stages 
(Hamrick & Hossler, 1996). These include models proposed by Jackson (1982), 
Hanson and Litten (1982), and Hossler and Gallagher (1987). These models 
are "combined" (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989) in that they are based 
on both sociological and econometric models. The "combined" models seem to 
attempt to integrate the sociological status attainment analyses of access with 
the econometric analyses of institutional marketing and the impact of financial 
aid policies on individual behavior. These models describe students as 
individuals progressing through a series of stages of college consideration and 
choice. 
In Jackson's (1982) model, the three stages are preference, exclusion, 
and evaluation. During the "preference" stage the student develops an attitude 
toward college enrollment (i.e., is the student interested in going to college?) 
During the "exclusion" stage, the student forms a choice set, which involves 
identifying colleges to investigate further. And, during the "evaluation" stage, the 
student evaluates the choice set and selects a college to enter. 
In Hanson and Litten's (1982) model, there are also three phases. The first 
phase involves the desire to attend college followed by the decision to attend, 
the second phase includes the investigation of potential colleges, and the third 
phase includes the application for admission, admission, and enrollment. 
Hossler and Gallagher's (1987) combined model draws from econometric 
and status attainment theories. The intent of the Hossler and Gallagher model is 
to assist both institutional and public policymakers in exerting more influence 
over the college choice decision-making process. This model also has three 
stages - the predisposition stage, the search stage, and the choice stage. 
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The predisposition stage is the stage in which students determine whether 
they would like to continue their formal education beyond high school and is the 
earliest stage of the process. The predisposition stage is influenced by a 
combination of factors including background factors, such as socioeconomic 
status, family factors, such as the attitudes of parents and amount of parental 
encouragement, and other factors, such as the attitudes of peers and 
organizational features. Bateman and Hossler (1996) present a review of 
existing research on the correlates of postsecondary enrollments which 
indicates that the following factors are related to predisposition: (1) family 
income, (2) parental levels of education, (3) student academic ability, ( 4) 
parental encouragement, and (5) Involvement in high school activities. 
The search stage involves determining the attributes and values that 
characterize postsecondary educational alternatives, and includes identifying 
the institutional attributes which are most important to the student. During the 
search stage, students begin to identify and eliminate potential colleges. In 
reference to career planning, Housely (1973) suggested that adolescents are 
more certain of what they do not want to be than what they do want to be, and 
career planning may be seen, in some ways, as a process of elimination. 
The choice stage involves developing a choice set, submitting 
applications, and deciding which postsecondary educational institution to 
attend. The choice set is defined as the group of institutions to which a student 
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has decided to submit applications and include in the final decision of where to 
matriculate. 
There are a number of limitations to the three-stage model. Despite these 
limitations, this and other models of the college choice process inform the 
present research and help to better understand the process. For example, the 
Hossler and Gallagher (1987) model has heuristic value for this study; however, 
like the other models of college choice, it is limited because it is developed from 
an institutional perspective, and, as such, the main goals have been marketing 
and recruitment. Why are models of college choice developed from the college 
perspective inappropriate for the purposes of the current research? A primary 
objective of these models is to influence the choice process of the student 
primarily for the benefit of the college in terms of meeting recruitment goals, not 
necessarily for the benefit of the student. Because individual and institutional 
goals may be both overlapping and conflicting, it is necessary to define the 
degree to which the college and the individual share goals and where their 
goals may be different. In addition, as Freeman (1997) stated, it is ironic that 
models to increase students' aspirations for postsecondary education have 
generally been based on society at large, completely ignoring the subcultures 
that are targeted for increased enrollment (e.g., underrepresented minorities). 
With the decline in the number of high school graduates during the 1980s 
and 1990s, many colleges were concerned with their own survival. They 
instituted aggressive marketing campaigns and recruited new populations, and 
their efforts paid off; the projected enrollment declines were not as severe as 
many in the higher education community had feared. While many benefits 
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resulted from these actions, the overall impact is mixed, as nationally, dropout 
rates and "stopout" (leaving college for nonacademic reasons) rates remain 
high. 
A second limitation of the Hossler and Gallagher (1987) model is that the 
concept of a "predisposition stage" needs to be examined more closely. Does 
the definition of this stage make it a predisposition-driven/deterministic model? 
Are the background characteristics in this stage, in fact, a student's destiny?; if 
so, to what degree? How do these background characteristics come together to 
determine college choice? Is there a "critical mass" of background 
characteristics required for college attendance? Is it an additive process and, if 
so, how do these variables enhance or negate each other? What does the 
model say about interventions and information, including their timing and 
quality? It seems that both the number and complexity of the variables included 
in the predisposition stage of current models need to be expanded. 
While all models seem to be attempts to examine causes of college choice 
and attendance, 
[t]he issue least understood about students' college destinations is the 
causal process --- the web of opportunities, structural arrangements, 
contingencies, and timing--- through which school context, SES, and 
family together shape the process of college planning and choices (Hearn 
1990 and 1991). The existing studies of educational attainment 
emphasize individual attributes as key determinants of inequalities, [italics 
added] largely neglecting the role of educational institutions [and other 
variables]. In contrast, the broader stratification literature suggests 
organizational contexts as critical to understanding the empirical patterns 
of individual educational outcomes. (McDonough, 1997, p. 6) 
In addition, the search stage needs to be examined more closely. Bouse 
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and Hossler (1991) ask the questions: When do students pass through the 
search stage? How do students "search" for colleges to consider? Are student 
searches active or passive? 
Schmidt (1991b) conducted a study that used quantitative, self-reported 
survey data to construct a mid-range model that represents the search stage of 
the college choice process. The term "mid-range model" means that the model 
will describe a smaller part of a general theory (in this case Hossler and 
Gallagher's). Schmidt used a structural equations modeling technique to test 
the relationships among the dependent variable and the independent variables 
in the study. 
In Schmidt's (1991 b) model, the variables are grouped into four types: 
background variables, student attitude variables, parental support variables, 
and search variables. The background variables examined were gender, 
father's educational level, mother's educational level, grade point average, and 
the student's ethnicity. The student attitude variables examined were how much 
the student thinks about his or her postsecondary plans, the type of high school 
courses in which the student is enrolled, and to whom the student has talked 
most about post-high school plans. The parental support variables examined 
were how much encouragement the parent has given the child to continue 
education beyond high school, the amount of financial support that the parent is 
willing to give, and how much encouragement the student has received from his 
or her parents to continue education beyond high school. The dependent 
variable called search was made up of three variables: how much a student had 
thought about his or her post-high school plans, the number of postsecondary 
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educational institutions the student listed on his or her survey, and the student's 
preferences toward characteristics of postsecondary institutions. 
Schmidt reduced the paths in his original mid-range model of search 
(1991a) based on the results of his survey. In the revised model, gender, 
father's educational level, grade point average, and ethnicity affect student 
attitude. Gender, father's educational level, mother's educational level, and 
grade point average affect parental support. Student attitude affects search 
directly, while parental support affects search indirectly through student attitude. 
Schmidt's (1991 a) study of the search stage is important to this study; 
however, at the same time, Schmidt's study has many of the problems and 
limitations discussed elsewhere in this section. While this mid-range model of 
search informs us of the complexities required in a comprehensive model of 
college choice, it is still dominated by predispositions and limited in the number 
of variables that were considered. In addition, some of the variables in the 
model are measured by a single item in the survey which is self-reported on a 
Likert scale, which might limit the validity of the item. 
Research is also needed to examine important processes that take place 
during the search stage, such as: introspection (examining one's own needs, 
wants, values), self-evaluation (an objective took at one's achievements and 
abilities), discourse (discussing issues with parents, counselor, etc.), and 
research and evaluation (finding matches between the self and the universe of 
postsecondary options), all of which are crucial to the search stage. 
A limitation of the Hossler and Gallagher (1987) model is that the choice 
stage is too broad and needs to be divided into substages. Another problem is 
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that it is called a model of student "college choice" and has a stage called the 
"choice stage." As the process is all about choices and decisions, choices and 
decisions are involved in each stage of the process, not just the "choice" stage. 
In addition, all stages need to be examined to determine an optimal 
timeline (i.e., when students should be involved in each stage of the process), 
the proper role of counseling, the best uses of available information, the 
competency gains during the process, and effects of intergenerationat 
development (i.e., the interaction between parental and student development). 
According to Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith (1989), at both the search 
stage and the choice stage, "causal modeling techniques should be employed 
that will enable researchers to untangle the interrelationships among a diverse 
set of variables" (p. 282). 
Developers of previous models, by their own admissions, have presented 
models with limitations, while calling for more research, new perspectives, and 
expanded variables. In subsequent chapters, a student-centered model based 
on the findings of the current study will be presented and discussed. The case 
will be made for the strength of the student-centered model, which use past 
models as starting points, but address their limitations and expand on them. 
Opportunity Structures for Higher Education 
While 62 percent of high school seniors in the United States go on to 
college each year, students of color and poor students are less likely to start or 
finish college (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). To discuss these discrepancies, 
McDonough uses Marshall's (1994) definition of opportunity structures which 
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are "the pathways to success in American culture," and refers specifically to the 
"organizational arrangements and processes within institutions and the 
linkages between organizations that define and mediate individuals' 
achievements" (McDonough, 1997, p. 2). In McDonough's book, the 
"organizational arrangements and processes within institutions" refer 
specifically to high schools. According to McDonough (1997), "society's 
opportunity structure does not work equally well for all. The aggregate college 
enrollment rate masks vast discrepancies in the access and retention rates 
between White students and students of color, as well as between economically 
advantaged and disadvantaged students" (p. 1-2). 
According to Kane (1999), 
Tuition at both public and private institutions has increased sharply, while 
the federal grant and loan programs intended to aid low-income youth 
have failed to keep pace. Reflecting this breakdown in the financing 
structure, the already troubling gaps in college entry by race and parental 
income seem to have widened. Although middle- and higher-income 
youth seem to be responding to the changing labor market conditions by 
enrolling in college in greater numbers, low-income youth seem to be 
lagging. Unfortunately, the next fifteen years will offer little respite as 
demographic forces increase the pressure on higher education budgets 
with a rebound in the number of college-age youth of all income levels. (p. 
3) 
... the gaps in college entry by family income have not remained 
constant; they have widened .... It is clear that college enrollment rates 
are very different at different levels of income. It is also clear that college 
enrollment rates have increased. But the increases in entry into four-year 
colleges were larger for middle- and high-income young people than for 
those from low-income families. (p. 127) 
In McDonough's (1997) study, the two units of analysis were the family 
and the school. McDonough studied 12 students at four different high schools. 
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In the choice of schools and subjects, social class and organization of guidance 
varied, while gender and race were held constant. As a result, all of the subjects 
were White and female, and the four high schools were categorized as (1) high 
social class/high guidance, (2) high social class/low guidance, (3) low social 
class/high guidance, and (4) low social class/low guidance. The study 
addressed three questions: 
1 . How does a high school senior in today's college admissions 
environment make decisions about where to go to college? 
2. How does this decision-making process vary by the student's social 
class, the social class makeup of the student's high school, and the 
structure and context for guidance available in the high school? 
3. Why, if there is a single opportunity structure for American higher 
education, do individuals perceive it differently? (p. 2) 
McDonough (1997) refers to research on guidance and counseling which 
indicates that a school can affect college plans through "an ethos of enabling 
students" (p. 7). There may be some parallels with Harmon and Farmer's (1983) 
observation that conscious career choice is viable only for people who believe 
that they have the opportunity and the resources to succeed, and who live in an 
environment that makes it possible for them to carry out their plans. This 
observation may also apply to college choice. 
McDonough's (1997) study builds on theories of status groups and 
intergenerational status transmission and on organizational theories of decision 
making to answer the question, why does the higher education opportunity 
structure work differently for different students? Three propositions guide the 
study: 
1 . a student's cultural capital will affect the level and quality of college 
education that student intends to acquire; 
2. a student's choice of college will make sense in the context of that 
student's friends, family, and outlook, or habitus; and 
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3. through a process of bounded rationality, students will limit the number 
of alternatives actually considered. (p. 8} 
"Cultural capital" is that property that middle and upper class families 
transmit to their offspring, which substitutes for or supplements the transmission 
of economic capital as a means of maintaining class status and privilege across 
generations (Bourdieu, 1977a}. "Habitus" is a deeply internalized, permanent 
system of outlooks, experiences, and beliefs about the social world that an 
individual gets from his or her immediate environment; a common set of 
subjective perceptions held by all members of the same group or class that 
shapes an individual's expectations, attitudes, and aspirations (Bourdieu, 
1977b}. "Bounded rationality'' (Bourdieu, 1977b) is behavior that is rational but 
limited by the cognitive constraints on decision making; in this context, high 
school students cannot and do not consider all of the possible college choices. 
McDonough's approach to the college choice process places the students' 
college choices in their social, organizational, and cultural contexts, and 
demonstrates the use of values as they are embedded in college-choice 
decisions: 
This college choice research analyzes the role of students as individuals 
nested in socioeconomic and geographic communities and as consumers 
of the organizational services of schools, which themselves are 
embedded in and shaped by social class environments which in turn 
frame students' perceptions of appropriate college choices and thereby 
affecting patterns of educational attainment. (McDonough & Antonio, 
1996, p. 9) 
By emphasizing contextual factors, McDonough's (1997) study gives us a 
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much better understanding of the adolescent involved in the process than we 
receive from other models. McDonough's research acknowledges the 
importance of background variables while avoiding a deterministic model, and 
suggests practical changes in opportunity structures. McDonough's theoretical 
framework also emphasizes the benefits of appropriate college attendance for 
individuals and society, rather than for the survival of postsecondary institutions. 
McDonough's use of qualitative analysis in the study begins to help us 
understand the meanjng of students' college choice processes. 
Delivery of College Information 
In examining the role of information in the college choice process, Ray 
(1992) found that the accuracy and quality of college information provided by 
the school counselor "can make the selection process easier, enable more 
appropriate choices, and instill more confidence in the students to help insure a 
more successful transition to postsecondary education" (p. 2). In spite of the 
intuitive and logical sense of Ray's statement, "[t]he impact of information on 
student college choice is one variable that has received little attention because 
it does not easily conform to sociological or economic theories. Nevertheless, 
there is good reason to more carefully examine the effects of information" 
(Hamrick and Hossler, 1996, p. 179). One conclusion that can be reached from 
the current literature on college choice is that there is no standard in the 
availability of information in the college choice process for high school students 
and their families. 
A key concept for this study is Hossler and Vesper's (1991) finding that 
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students with access to more sources of information about colleges were more 
likely to successfully fulfill their postsecondary educational plans. Orfield and 
Paul ( 1994) found that access to accurate and timely information is critical when 
helping students achieve their post-high school educational and/or career 
goals. Meanwhile "[t]here is currently a gap between what information and 
guidance students need in order to make a successful college choice and what 
is being provided by the school counseling profession and the secondary 
education system in the United States" (Ray, 1992, p. 34). From their study, 
Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996) concluded that "(s]tudents appear to need the most 
help in sorting through the volume of information that is readily available" (p. 
14). 
In examining the role of information, these questions are critical: To whom 
are the information and help available and to whom are they not available? 
How are the information and help being used by students and parents? What 
information is used most often versus what is most helpful? (Ray, 1992). And, 
what is good information and what is bad information? (Hunter, 1995). In the 
crucial realm of financial aid information, we also need to ask, what is needed 
and when? Does access to financial aid information improve access? If so, what 
types and when should the information be delivered? 
Johnson and Chapman (1979) investigated the reading difficulty of 
college recruitment literature and the ability of college-bound high school 
students to understand the terminology used in college admissions. They found 
that the reading difficulty of the catalogs they analyzed was at a level 
appropriate to an advanced college student or college graduate. As a result, 
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high school students had considerable difficulty identifying the correct use of 
terms commonly found in college catalogs. According to the authors, the 
college-bound high school seniors in their study did not understand many of the 
terms used in describing admissions procedures, academic program 
opportunities, and financial aid. They also found that common terms were not 
defined in the college catalogs, and glossaries were not provided. They cite the 
example of the term "credit-hour," which might not appear in a standard 
dictionary because of its special meaning within the college context. 
Johnson and Chapman (1979) conclude that a student's decision about 
which college to attend is only as good as the information on which it was 
based. These results point to the degree to which we must be cognizant of the 
information being delivered by professionals at all levels of the process. 
A finding in the earlier study by this researcher (MacGowan, 1997) was the 
degree to which high school students do not understand the "jargon" that 
colleges use in their recruitment literature. This suggests both a confirmation of 
Johnson and Chapman's findings and an indication that the problem still exists 
two decades later. Further research is needed to investigate the degree to 
which information by colleges, high schools, other organizations (e.g., The 
College Board, ACT, NCAA) is understood by high school students. This is 
especially important to consider in light of the advocacy for early intervention 
programs in college choice (Hamrick and Hossler, 1996). If high school 
students don't understand the college jargon in their senior year, what do they 
understand in earlier years? 
Hamrick and Hossler (1996) examined the techniques that high school 
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seniors and their parents used for gathering information about postsecondary 
education and institutions. They designated students as either "highly 
diversified" searchers or "less diversified" searchers. Highly diversified 
searchers were defined as students who, in the fall of their senior year, reported 
using four or five of the five different information-gathering methods presented 
in a survey. Less diversified searchers were defined as students who, in fall of 
their senior year, reported using one, two, or three of the five different 
information-gathering methods presented in their survey. 
High diversification was positively related to the student's perception of 
having adequate information with which to choose a college, certainty of 
identifying an appropriate pool of colleges for application, certainty concerning 
proposed academic major, and first-year satisfaction with the student's chosen 
college. Self-reported limitations of Hamrick and Hossler's (1996) study include 
the use of cluster sampling techniques, a possible Heisenberg effect, and the 
configuration of the state's (Indiana) postsecondary educational system from 
which the survey sample was drawn. Other important limitations include the 
simple definition of "search," and the somewhat arbitrary designation of highly 
diversified searchers and Jess diversified searchers used in the study. 
Hamrick and Hossler (1996) suggest that further research should be 
conducted on the role of information in the college choice process. Their results 
suggest that information and information-gathering activities can lead to 
desirable outcomes, such as greater certainty that a student has chosen the 
"right'' college: 
The link between how students choose [postsecondary institutions] and 
their subsequent satisfaction with their educational experience raises the 
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possibility that the process of students college choice and the outcomes of 
the college experience may be interactive. Additional research using 
causal modeling techniques, however, are required to address these 
relationships more definitively. (p. 193-194) 
A study by Gaiotti and Mark (1994) details the processes students used 
and the information they considered in the college decision-making process. 
The results of their study that deal with information will be discussed here, while 
other findings will be discussed in the section on college decision making 
below. They found that no one source of information was used heavily by their 
subjects as a group. The four most frequently consulted sources of information 
were; parents/guardians, friends, materials in the guidance center, and college 
brochures. They also found that the use of most potential information sources 
remained relatively constant over time; however, as the year progressed "there 
was some apparent and expected decline in the use of guidance center 
materials and greater apparent and expected use of information from college 
admissions representatives" (p. 595). The authors mention several questions 
that remain to be addressed in future research. An important question in the 
information realm is "how do students deal with conflicting information?" 
As mentioned above, the overriding conclusion that can be reached from 
the current literature on the role of information in the college choice process is 
that there is no standard in the availability of information, help, and support in 
the process for high school students and their families. In addition, there seems 
to be very little definition or differentiation in the information that should be 
provided by colleges, and the information that should be provided by high 
schools. The media (e.g., U.S. News & World Report's college rankings) is 
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another confounding factor in the delivery of college choice information (Cuseo, 
1994a; 1994b; 1994c; MacGowan, 2000a; 2000b). 
Just as a student-centered model of college choice is needed, so is an 
understanding of student-centered information. In discussions of information, it 
is often difficult to discern marketing efforts (e.g., "efforts designed to inform and 
persuade students systematically''; Hamrick & Hossler, 1996, p. 180) from those 
which are purely informational. Similarly, in terms of media-delivered 
information, it is difficult to discern what is done just to sell magazines from that 
which is done to provide good information (MacGowan, 2000a). 
College Counseling 
The college decision-making process 
presents a compelling model for counselors to teach important life skills. 
Several components create the opportunity to discuss maturation in a 
young person's life, e.g., values, abilities, communication skills and 
interests. The anxiety around the college decision is intense and 
compounded by: a physical move, independence, parent involvement, 
marketing techniques and the pressure of the actual decision. For this 
reason, research is very important. Therefore, the college counseling 
process becomes an opportunity for school counselors to make a 
difference in the lives of students as it presents a forum for students to 
make informed and personally satisfying decisions. (Johnson, 1994, p. 21) 
Berger (1990) stated that students need a systematic, collaborative 
approach whereby they will learn that college planning is a part of life career 
development and that it does not have to be a finite event that begins and ends 
mysteriously or arbitrarily. At the same time, however, it is crucial to keep in 
mind that the time frame that counselors are afforded for making interventions in 
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the college choice process is very narrow, with almost all of the activity confined 
to the junior and senior year of high school. 
The college choice process is more than just imparting information to 
students. Researchers emphasize the importance of counseling and other types 
of support in the process. "[S]eniors want a safe space to be able to talk through 
their fears and anxieties about making their first important decision" 
(McDonough, 1994, pp. 432-433). Matthay (1989) found a highly significant 
relationship between satisfaction with assistance with college selection and 
satisfaction with college choice. Matthay also found that this relationship 
persisted when adjusting for the effects of demographic variables. 
Others have discussed the functions of the counselor in the process. 
Hayden (1988) mentioned the counselor as analyst, the counselor as advocate, 
the counselor as advisor to parents, the counselor as teacher, and the 
counselor as intermediary between families and colleges. Other functions of the 
counselor in the process include role model, ally, nonjudgmental adult, and 
adult with an objective and reality-based focus. Grossman (1994) concluded 
that 
[c}ounselors will remain as the only truly objective figures in the 
admissions matching game. They must help students and their parents to 
make informed judgments. At the same time, they must work diligently to 
ensure that the aspects of the admissions process over which they have 
stewardship are carried forth in a manner that maximizes each student's 
opportunity to be matched with the college that suits him or her best. (p. 
285) 
The importance of counseling in the college choice process is obvious 
and established; however, "[b]ecause of economic hardship, public schools 
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have effectively divested themselves of college advisement" (McDonough, 
1994, p. 433). In addition, Boyer (1987) found that counselors were 
underinformed on information regarding college counseling. Boyer also found 
that half of the students interviewed in his study indicated that they did not have 
enough facts to make an informed decision about where to apply for admission 
to college, while parents expressed an even stronger need for information. 
Hutchinson and Bottorff (1986) found that while approximately three-quarters of 
the students in their study used the high school counselor as a source of 
information, only 59% received the information they sought. High school 
students need contact with a counselor throughout this process. When it is not 
provided by the high school, students and parents need to look elsewhere to fill 
the void, simply go on without it, or terminate the process. 
This need to fill the void has given rise to the profession of private college 
counseling. McDonough (1994) states, "[a]s in many other domains of modern 
life, the college choice process has become professionalized" (p. 434). And "the 
use of private counselors, tutors, SAT coaching programs and other services 
are all part of a more general process of increasing professionalization of one 
segment of the admissions management process" (p. 440). "Private consultants 
provide a structured, disciplined college application process, search for the 
widest possible range of college options for the student, counsel the family, and 
relieve some of the pressure generated by stiff competition" (McDonough, 1994, 
p. 434). It should be noted that hiring private college counselors is prohibitively 
expensive for all poor, and many middle class, students. 
Also, according to McDonough, the role and function of these private 
counselors are "(1) offering specialized knowledge and assistance, (2) 
providing private uninterrupted time with a counseling professional, (3) 
organizing and managing the college choice process, and (4) cooling out 
unreasonable aspirations with viable, personalized alternatives" (p. 428). 
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McDonough concludes from the examination of private college counselors 
that for "at least this select group of high-SES, middle-range academic 
performers [subjects in the study], college choice is a highly rationalized, 
managed process requiring professional help; no longer is college choice to be 
discovered by soul-searching or by independent student research" (p. 443). 
It seems that students are not receiving needed college counseling in the 
high school and, when they look elsewhere (i.e., private counselors), they are 
not receiving it in ways that allow them to gain optimal benefit from the process; 
according to McDonough, the soul-searching and independent student 
research have been removed from the process. It has also been argued that 
many approaches in the mass media are used to fill the information void and, as 
a result, remove a great deal of soul-searching and independent student 
research (MacGowan, 2000a). It is important to note here that in using the term 
"soul-searching," we need to keep in mind the fact that many adolescents 
haven't yet developed complex reflection skills. For this reason, the model 
should include a didactic component which will guide relevant inquiry of the self 
and the world. There are difficulties with the didactic component as well. In a 
study involving both survey and interview data with over 200 school counselors, 
Grossman (1994) stated the counselors felt that "no matter how much 
information they provide through meetings, presentations, and mailings 
students and parents seem to have difficulty absorbing the intricacies of the 
application process. They tend to perceive admissions decision making as 
'Kafkaesque,' guided mostly by unknowns" (p. 282). 
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From the literature reviewed above, we can conclude that few high school 
students today are receiving the quality and quantity of college counseling 
needed to make this important and life·framing decision. Directly related to this, 
very few high school students have the opportunity to go through this process in 
a developmentally sound way. As discussed above, there are a number of 
individual and societal consequences for inappropriate college choice 
including "dropping out" and "stopping out." These may be some of the high 
costs of the fact that this process is not being done as well as it could be. 
Minority Access to Higher Education 
According to Freeman (1997), while new research has been helpful in 
finding some common influences on the underrepresented poor (Levine & 
Nidiffer, 1996), additional research on the specific factors that influence African 
American students' motivation and aspiration to go on to postsecondary 
education is sorely lacking. According to Bateman and Hossler (1996), the 
enrollment of African American students is one of the most vexing issues facing 
admissions officers. They add that research in this area is critical. They cite a 
study by Brown (1982) which noted that 
African American students are more likely to plan to go to college than 
White students, but less likely to realize their plans. Conversely, Schmidt 
and Hossler (1995) in a longitudinal study of student college choice ... 
stated that "plans made during the ninth grade are stable across a 
student's high school career" resulting in either enrollment in a college or 
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university or entrance into the workforce. These findings ... demonstrate 
the importance of additional research comparing the factors that influence 
the development of postsecondary plans among White students and 
African American students. (p. 2) 
In their study, Bateman and Hossler (1994) used the Hossler and 
Gallagher (1987) combined model of college choice because they believe that 
combined models provide greater insights into how institutional and public 
policies can be used to influence the student college choice process. They also 
stated that combined models of college choice, which draw from both 
econometric and status attainment theories, provide a framework for exploratory 
studies that examine the educational plans of African American and White 
students. At the same time, however, Bateman and Hossler note that an implicit 
aspect of current college choice models is that the factors in the models apply to 
all students regardless of ethnicity or gender. As a result, no accepted model of 
college choice for African American students has been developed. Therefore, 
the purpose of their study was to examine the development of postsecondary 
education plans among African American and White students. 
These authors studied factors that have previously been found to 
positively influence postsecondary plans: parents' expectations of the highest 
level of education their son or daughter would complete, student ability (i.e., 
GPA), parents' income, mother's educational level, father's educational level, 
and involvement in school activities. The dependent variable was the student's 
reported postsecondary education plans. The study sought to examine the 
extent to which previous variables are good predictors of the postsecondary 
educational plans of African American and White ninth grade students, and 
explore the adequacy of these same set of variables as predictors of the 
postsecondary educational aspirations of males and females within these 
ethnic groups. They used a stepwise multiple regression analysis to test the 
model for each of the following groups: White students, White males, White 
females, African American students, African American males, and African 
American females. 
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Bateman and Hossler (1996) discuss three specific conclusions drawn 
from the results of their study. First, the variables selected for the study have 
more predictive power for Whites (R2 = 0.63) than for African Americans (R2 = 
0.36). The difference between the A-squared values of White males and African 
American males was also dramatic. 
Second, four variables included in the model for each White group 
examined were significant (parents' expectations, student ability, father's 
educational level, and involvement in school activities), while only three 
predictors were significant for African American students (parents' expectations, 
student ability, mother's educational level). This dropped to two variables when 
the African American sample was further disaggregated into subsamples of 
males (parents' expectations, student ability) and females (parents' 
expectations, mother's educational level). They concluded that, in this study "we 
know considerably less about the development of educational plans among 
African American when compared to White students" (p. 7). 
Third, their results suggest that differences between the factors that 
influence the postsecondary educational aspirations of African American males 
and females were more pronounced than the differences between White males 
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and females. They suggest that their findings indicate that "if enrollment 
managers desire to influence the postsecondary participation rates of African 
Americans, they will need to develop different intervention strategies for African 
Americans than those that are used for White students" (p. 8). In addition, they 
suggest that differential strategies may be needed for African American males 
and females. 
Bateman and Hossler (1996) conclude that these results lead to several 
implications for both enrollment management and future research. Examples of 
specific policies which would assist in the recruitment of African Americans 
include: 
[For African American females] Targeting the parents of African American 
females with information related to their college attendance. While 
institutions cannot influence the amount of education African American 
mothers have attained, they can assist these mothers with information that 
is likely to be transferred to their daughters. Information relating to 
financial aid, application procedures, and living costs would be most 
helpful. 
[For African American males] Targeting high school agents to assist 
African American males in the decision-making process. Although parents 
are also important to African American males, student ability also has a 
relatively strong influence. While teachers and counselors have been 
found to have little impact on the choice process for White students 
(Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith 1989), they may be important to 
African American males. (p. 8) 
Just as the model used as the basis for this study was developed from an 
institutional perspective, the conclusion and implications drawn from the study 
are also developed from the institutional perspective with the goal being 
marketing and recruitment. While the goal of recruiting more African American 
students is an important and noble one, until a student-centered model is 
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developed, we can not be sure that the goals are in fact in the students' best 
interests. In addition, with the weaknesses of current models in predictive 
power, their heavy reliance on correlates to (not causes of) college attendance, 
their heavy reliance on predispositions (a deterministic model), the absence of 
noncognitive and psychosocial variables, and their limited suggestions for 
practical intervention points, these models may not even be effective for their 
stated purpose. These observations support Freeman's (1997) contention that it 
is clear that current models are not working. 
According to McWhirter (1997), researchers interested in the career 
development of women and people of color have noted the potentially strong 
influence of perceived opportunities, and actual and perceived barriers in the 
formulation and pursuit of educational and career goals. The study investigated 
ethnic and gender differences in perceived educational and career barriers. 
The results of the study suggested that female participants anticipated more 
barriers than male participants, Mexican-American participants anticipated 
more barriers than Euro-Americans, and these differences were consistent 
within ethnic and gender groups. McWhirter concluded that these results are 
consistent with Lent, Brown, and Hackett's (1994) hypothesis that there are 
ethnic and gender differences in perceived barriers to educational and career 
goals. 
McWhirter (1997) also concluded that the effects of these perceived 
barriers on educational attainment and career choice and implementation 
remain to be investigated. McWhirter recommended the assessment of 
perceived barriers be done with additional samples of adolescents including 
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African Americans and Native Americans which may "enhance our limited 
understanding of the gap between educational and career aspirations and 
attainment for these groups and point to interventions for reducing this gap" (p. 
138). McWhirter suggests that using a qualitative, in-depth interview method 
might help clarify the nature and meaning of perceived barriers in the future 
plans of adolescents. 
In their social cognitive model of career choice, Lent et al. (1994) 
hypothesize that perceived barriers are among the contextual factors that 
mediate the relationship between career interests and career goals (interest-
goal congruence). In this context, the gender and ethnic differences in interest-
goal congruence are rooted in the differences in perceived barriers, and in the 
differences in opportunity structures, support systems, and socialization 
practices. 
The deliberate and scientific study of the college exploration process is 
relatively new compared to the study of career development. While the fields of 
career counseling and career development are considerably older, the result is 
numerous and competing theories rather than theoretical and practical 
consensus. While attempts have been made at theoretical convergence, the 
barriers to this goal are formidable (Lent et at., 1994). 
McWhirter, Hackett, and Bandalos (1998) developed a structural model to 
predict the career expectations of Mexican-American high school girls. 
Predictors in this model included socioeconomic status, acculturation, academic 
achievement, instrumentality, expressiveness, gender role attitudes, parental 
and teacher support, family and career commitment, and perceptions of 
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barriers. According to the authors, the results of their study offer some insight 
into the variables predictive of adolescent educational plans and career 
expectations; however, the amount of variance explained by the model was 
modest, suggesting that other variables need to be included to more adequately 
account for the educational plans and career expectations of Mexican·American 
high school girls. McWhirter et al. suggest that other robust predictors be added 
to the model to increase its explanatory potency. They cite the social cognitive 
career theory of Lent et al. (1994) to offer additional variables such as 
vocational interests, academic and career self·efficacy, and outcome 
expectations. They also suggest that success expectations related to abilities, 
work expectations, academic self·esteem, type and level of academic 
performance, and success attributions may also be important mediators of 
career expectations and commitment. 
A study by Naidoo, Bowman, and Gerstein (1998) examined a causal 
model of career maturity using a sample of African American college students. 
They found that work salience (defined as the relative importance of and 
satisfaction with the work role relative to other roles in the individual's life) 
exerted the strongest direct effect on career maturity. "African American students 
appeared to express more salience for home and family roles as compared to 
work or study roles" (p. 15). The authors conclude that the salience of home and 
family roles for African American students suggest the need to include family-
related variables in conceptualizing about their career behavior. 
A study by McDonough, Antonio, and Trent (1997) examined factors that 
affect the college choice decision·making processes of African American 
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students, particularly whether African American students who choose 
predominantly White colleges use different college choice processes than 
African American students who choose Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCUs). They noted in their article that prior to their study "there 
[had] been no research on the distinct college choice processes of African 
American students nor on the college choice processes of students who choose 
HBCUs" (p. 11 ). 
McDonough et al. ( 1997) used descriptive and regression analyses on 
extensive survey data from African American college freshmen. They found that 
the most powerful predictor of HBCU attendance was geography, followed by 
the student's religion, the college's social reputation, and because relatives 
desire it. The top three predictors of choosing a predominantly White college 
were being recruited by an athletic department, wanting to live near home, and 
valuing the college's academic reputation. In addition, personal affiliations 
(friends, parents, role models) were important influences for HBCU attendance, 
while school personnel were more influential for attendance at predominantly 
White colleges. They also found that the assumption that because of affirmative 
action, African Americans have an easier time getting into college is erroneous. 
In contrast to this belief, they found that African American students have a more 
difficult time being accepted into college than the average applicant. 
Freeman (1997), studied African American high schools students' 
perceptions of barriers to participation in higher education and their 
suggestions for ways to increase the participation of African Americans in 
higher education. Freeman interviewed students in the tenth, eleventh, and 
44 
twelfth grades in groups. The study found two broad themes concerning barriers 
in their responses: Economic barriers and psychological barriers. 
The economic barriers were further classified as fear of not having enough 
money to attend college, and fear of not getting a job that pays an appropriate 
salary after finishing college. The psychological barriers were further classified 
as college never being an option, the loss of hope, and the intimidation factor. 
The responses concerning the theme of college never being an option 
involved several factors including not being pushed by parents or school 
personnel, or more generally as not being encouraged by anyone. The 
responses concerning the theme of loss of hope involved the ideas that African 
Americans "are missing a passion for pursuing higher education or that the 
benefits of college are not recognized" (Freeman, 1997, p. 537). The responses 
concerning the intimidation factor involved the feeling that there would not be 
enough other African Americans at college for them to feel comfortable. 
In regard to the participants' responses concerning solutions to the 
problem of the underrepresentation of African Americans in higher education, 
Freeman (1997) found that the sense of being accepted for who they are and 
having someone who encourages them were the themes that were stressed 
most often. The themes that emerged from the students' suggestions for 
solutions centered mostly on the conditions of their schools; how schools are 
equipped, who is teaching, how they are teaching, and what they are teaching 
as it relates to who they are. Freeman classified their responses concerning 
suggestions for solutions into four categories: (1) improve elementary and 
secondary school conditions, (2) provide interested teachers and active 
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counselors, (3) instill the possibilities for postsecondary education early, and (4) 
expand cultural awareness. 
Levine and Nidiffer (1996) interviewed economically disadvantaged 
students, including some African American students, who have gone on to 
college. The common theme in the interviews is that the strongest influence was 
an individual who touched or changed the students' lives. 
First-Generation College Students 
There are a few definitions of "first-generation college students" in the 
research literature (York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991 ). In this study, students are 
identified as first-generation college students if neither parent attended college. 
Many African American students are first-generation college students. Research 
has shown that first-generation college students are less likely to get the help 
that they need during the college choice process (Fallon, 1997), and are more 
likely to drop out of college during the first semester and have lower first-
semester grades than students with one or more college-educated parents 
(Riehl, 1994). 
Most of the research on first-generation college students has been done at 
the college level with the goals of finding ways to increase retention and levels 
of academic success. While some ways have been identified, more research is 
needed at the college level and at the high school level on students whose 
parents did not attend college. 
According to Hsiao (1992), 
[a]s a college degree becomes increasingly important for individuals 
seeking employment, the numbers of first-generation students continues 
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to grow ... One of the greatest challenges confronted by first-generation 
students is that college attendance represents a departure from the 
pattern established by family and friends who may in turn become non-
supportive or obstructionist ... First-generation students are often less 
well prepared for college than their classmates from college-educated 
families. (p. 1) 
From this, Hsiao (1992) concludes that in order for first-generation 
students to succeed, "colleges must provide a range of programs and services 
to counteract the weaknesses many of them bring to higher education and to 
help them overcome the obstacles they face once they enroll." Hsiao suggests 
strategies which colleges can employ to assist first-generation students, such 
as: outreach, tutoring, and mentoring programs, bridge programs that link high 
schools and postsecondary institutions to help students confront obstacles to 
successful college preparation, and college-orientation classes that review 
practical skills, college procedures, and available support services. 
First-generation students are an increasingly significant force in higher 
education (Hsiao, 1992). Although few American colleges keep precise 
statistics on the number of first-generation students enrolled, there is general 
agreement that those numbers are growing as a college degree becomes a 
prerequisite for an increasing number of jobs (London, 1992). These students 
often face unique challenges in their quest for a degree; conflicting obligations, 
false expectations, and lack of preparation or support are among the factors that 
may hinder their success (Hsiao, 1992). 
One of the greatest challenges facing first-generation students in pursuit of 
a college education is their position on the margin of two cultures: the culture of 
their friends and family, and the culture of their college (London, 1992). While 
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going to college may be seen as a rite of passage for any student, it marks a 
significant separation from the past for those who are the first in their families to 
do so. This is particularly problem for traditional-age students who still live at 
home and may not be able to create a designated place or time to study, and 
may be criticized for devoting time to school rather than family responsibilities 
(Padron, 1992). As they begin to take on the symbols of the college culture (e.g., 
style of dress, taste in music, vocabulary) first-generation students often sense 
displeasure from their community, and feel an uncomfortable separation from 
their culture. Such tensions frequently require the student to renegotiate 
relationships with friends and relatives, which is not always done easily or with 
a happy ending (London, 1992). 
Richardson and Skinner (1992) interviewed minority students who had 
achieved baccalaureate degrees and found that first-generation students who 
attended community colleges typically attended part-time and were more likely 
than their classmates to have significant work and family responsibilities. They 
fit school in around their other activities, spending relatively little time on 
campus. For these students, being a college student was just one, and often not 
the most important, of many roles. 
In addition to the challenges mentioned above, is the fact that many first-
generation students are less well-prepared academically for college than their 
classmates from college-educated families. In addition to inadequate academic 
backgrounds, students interviewed by Richardson and Skinner (1992) also 
mentioned lack of experience with, or knowledge of, time-management, the 
economic realities of college life, and the impersonal bureaucratic nature of 
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colleges as obstacles to earning a degree. According to a dean of students, 
cited by Padron (1992), a large percentage of first-generation students are 
intimidated by the educational system and do not understand when it can be 
flexible and when it cannot. According to Richardson and Skinner, they 
frequently described their first exposure to the campus as a "shock that took 
them years to overcome." Hsiao (1992) concluded that first-generation students 
"be they recent immigrants, members of ethnic minority or working-class 
families, or adults finally going back to school to get that degree they always 
wanted - face a daunting array of challenges in their pursuit of a postsecondary 
education (p. 4)." 
York-Anderson and Bowman (1991) examined the differences between 
first-generation and second-generation college students' knowledge about 
college. They found a significant difference in perceived family support for 
college attendance with second-generation college students perceiving more 
support than first-generation college students. They cite possible implications 
for this finding, such as: first-generation college students may find college more 
stressful than second-generation college students, and first-generation college 
students' "educational paths may more likely be misguided because they may 
have less knowledge or fewer experiences with college-related activities, skills, 
and role models than do second-generation college students" (p. 120). They 
add that this finding may partially account for the higher attrition rates of first-
generation college students. Their research also indicated that students who 
perceive more family support for their college attendance had more factual 
information about college than did the students who perceived less support. 
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Attinasi (1989) examined Mexican American students' decisions to either 
persist or not to persist in college during, and prior to, their freshman year. This 
research found that parental expectations for the students to go to college 
exerted a strong influence on students' decision to attend college. Attinasi also 
examined the basic knowledge that students have about college and the ways 
in which students gain this knowledge. The students reported that they received 
information about college from significant others such as relatives, teachers, 
and peers. These significant others were able to provide the students with 
informational cues regarding how they went to college and how they negotiated 
the college environment. 
First-generation status was one of the precollege factors that Rendon 
(1994) identified as influencing the participation of minorities in higher 
education. Rendon stated that first-generation status creates distrust of 
institutional infrastructures, fear of failure, fear about asking questions, fear 
about being perceived as "stupid" or "lazy," cultural separation, doubts about 
being "college material," trauma associated with making the transition to 
college, and being intimidated by the system. Other precollege factors identified 
by Rendon include; self-doubt, poor academic training (due in large part to 
tracking and attending underfunded schools), lack of clarity about academic 
goals which creates a tentative commitment to educational goals, cultural 
barriers, financial situation, in-class and out-of-class invalidating situations, and 
peer pressure. An institution-related factor that Rendon identified as influencing 
the participation of minorities in higher education, and is relevant to this study, is 
the "poor relationships among high schools, community colleges and four-year 
institutions, creating an incoherent, fragmented system of education that 
becomes difficult to navigate" (p. 13). 
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As stated, Riehl (1994) found that first-generation college students are 
more likely to drop out of college during the first semester and have lower first-
semester grades than students with one or more college-educated parents. This 
study also found that these students had significantly lower grade point average 
expectations, lower academic degree expectations, and a lower second-year 
return rate than students who were not first-generation. 
Ting (1998) cites two problems related to the study of first-generation and 
low-income students. First, most studies only provide descriptive data (York-
Anderson & Bowman, 1991; Riehl, 1994) and, as a result tend to uncover 
problems that these high-risk students may face, but do not elaborate on how 
the problems may affect their performance in college. Despite available 
information about high-risk students generally, this information "is not useful for 
estimating the likelihood of academic success for students of first-generation 
and low-income families specifically'' (p. 17). A second problem with the 
research is that there is evidence that cognitive variables, which are commonly 
used to predict academic success in college, cannot by themselves effectively 
predict the success of these students as well as cognitive and noncognitive 
variables together. 
Ting's (1998) study addresses the need for information about predictive 
variables for estimating the academic performance of first-generation and low-
income students and provides information about the predictive validity of 
academic and psychosocial variables which is missing across all student 
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populations in general, and first-generation and low-income students in 
particular. The two cognitive variables that Ting studied were Grade Point 
Average (GPA) and ACT composite score. The noncognitive variables studied 
were the variables measured in the Non-Cognitive Questionnaire (NCO; Tracey 
& Sedlacek, 1984). The NCO explores psychological, cultural, and social factors 
in explaining academic success and retention of college students. 
Using the NCO, Tracey and Sedlacek (1989) found eight factors related to 
academic success. They are: (1) A positive self-concept- students who have a 
positive self-concept are self-confident, determined, independent, and they 
know their personal strengths and weaknesses, (2) A realistic self-appraisal 
system - students who have a realistic self-appraisal system appreciate and 
accept rewards as well as consequences of poor performance, and have 
developed a system of using feedback to alter behavior, (3) An understanding 
of racism (both personal and institutional) and ability to effectively respond to it, 
(4) An ability to work toward long-term goals rather than toward short term, 
immediate needs- an ability to respond to deferred gratification, (5) Availability 
of a person or person supportive of academic goals - students who have 
identified and received help, support, and encouragement from one or more 
specific individuals, and do not rely solely on their own resources to solve 
problems (6) Successful leadership experience - students who have successful 
leadership experience in any area pertinent to their background such as 
church, sports, or other groups, (7) Demonstrated community service, and (8) 
Knowledge acquired in a field - students who know how to increase knowledge 
in a field or area and have developed ways to acquire information and 
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knowledge about a given subject or field. 
The results of Ting's (1998) study suggest that a combination of academic 
and psychosocial variables are effective in predicting the academic success of 
first-generation and low-income students in college. These results and the 
results of other studies of the role of noncognitive factors in college success 
(Fuertes, Sedlacek, & Liu, 1994; Tracey & Sedlacek, 1984; White & Sedlacek, 
1986) point to the need to include more of these variables in a model of college 
choice. 
Fallon (1997) focused on the characteristics of first-generation students 
and on the high school counselor's role in their college plans. Fallon describes 
the unique needs of first-generation students and ways that the school 
counselor can assist first-generation students and their families; however, 
Fallon does not address the fact that "[b]ecause of economic hardship, public 
schools have effectively divested themselves of college advisement" 
(McDonough, 1994, p. 433). In other words, if opportunity structures (e.g., high 
student-counselor ratios) remain the same, how can more counselor assistance 
be made available to these students? 
College Decision Making 
Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996), Gaiotti (1995a; 1995b), and Gaiotti and Mark 
(1994) studied the college choice process as a way to study adolescent 
decision making. Their short-term, longitudinal study examined different aspects 
of the way high school students make college decisions, and these four articles 
address the different aspects of their data. This research is important to the 
current study because of its different perspective; it is neither the college 
perspective of marketing, recruitment, and retention, nor the high school 
perspective of helping students and increasing access to higher education, 
although suggestions for this assistance do evolve from the study. 
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According to Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996), a growing literature reports on 
adolescents' thinking about both life decisions or commitments, and about the 
nature of commitment in general; however, "little work has examined the 
thinking actually involved at the time a commitment or life decision is actually 
made, much less the events leading up to the final decision and the ways in 
which the decision evolves over time" (p. 4). 
Choice of college was selected for study by the researchers for four 
reasons (Gaiotti & Kozberg, 1996): 
First, it is an important and difficult life decision, faced by many 
adolescents and their families. It has ramifications for family ties, 
friendships, and educational/vocational plans . . . Second, this decision is 
one that occurs during a well·delimited time period. Few other life 
decisions of this magnitude occur on such a well·defined schedule, 
allowing better predictions about where in the process a student is likely to 
be at any given point. Third, for many students this will be the first major 
financial, educational, social, and vocational decision they have had much 
responsibility for and choice in. Finally, like most complex decisions, the 
choice of college requires the student to seek out and integrate 
information from various sources. (p. 4·5) 
Gaiotti and Mark (1994) described the decision-making activities students 
used, and the type of information students seek and consider in the college 
decision-making process. The data suggest that, at least numerically, students 
structure the decision in remarkably similar ways throughout the time period 
studied, considering an average of about eight to eleven criteria and four or five 
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schools at any given time. The authors suggest that this may represent an 
adaptive information management strategy which "helps to keep in bounds the 
amount of information to be gathered, evaluated, and integrated at any given 
time" (p. 603). 
This study also found that students make use of different informational 
sources at different points in the process, relying most heavily on parents, 
guardians, and friends, but also consulting guidance center materials and 
college brochures. The use of guidance center materials declines over the year, 
while the use of materials from the colleges increases. The data also indicate 
changes in the kinds of criteria considered at different points in the process. The 
authors conclude that "[i]n general, it seems that information easily obtainable 
from a college brochure or catalog ... becomes relatively less important as 
information about an institution's "characteristics," perhaps obtained from 
campus visits, is acquired" (p. 604). 
Gaiotti and Mark (1994) also found differences in decision making as a 
function of level of parental education, academic ability, and gender. In regard 
to differences in decision making as a function of level of parental education, 
they found that students with more highly-educated parents reported greater 
reliance on their parents as sources of information, especially during the busiest 
times in the process. In contrast, students with less-educated parents were more 
likely to rely on employers for information. The authors speculate that this 
finding may reflect rationality in student decision making; students who have 
reason to expect that their parents are relatively knowledgeable about college 
rely more heavily on their parents, while "students who rely less on parents 
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might instead turn to supervisors or employers if they believe these individuals 
have more experience and information relevant to their decision" (p. 604). 
Their data also show that level of parental education also affected 
perception of cost in college decision making. Students of less-educated 
parents listed this factor more often and rated cost-related factors (e.g., financial 
aid availability, net cost) more highly than did students of more-educated 
parents. The authors note that this may reflect the significant positive correlation 
between parental education and family income. 
Regarding the differences in decision making as a function of academic 
ability, the authors report that the data from their study indicate that higher-
ability students reported significantly more criteria in their decision making than 
did lower-ability students. There were also trends, most of them not statistically 
significant, for higher-ability students to consider more colleges than did lower-
ability students. The authors note that the findings suggest that higher-ability 
students may structure this decision in more thorough or complex ways, and 
provide partial replication of some of the findings reported by Litten (1982). 
Gaiotti and Mark (1994) suggest that 
[i]t may be that higher-ability students structure this decision more 
thoroughly as a reflection of their presumably greater cognitive abilities or 
proclivities. That is, higher-ability students might structure this decision in 
more complex ways because they structure all or most such decisions in 
these ways. Alternatively, higher-ability students have more investment in 
their higher education, and may only think in complex ways about this 
particular decision. The present data cannot speak to this distinction. (p. 
605) 
Gaiotti and Mark's (1994) data also show that higher-ability students used 
somewhat different criteria than lower-ability students in making college 
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decisions. Higher-ability students described themselves as more autonomous 
in the process, relying less on others to provide them with information. It also 
appears from the data that higher-ability students care somewhat less about 
college cost, although more about financial aid, than do lower-ability students. 
In addition, higher-ability students rated factors such as the admissions or 
graduation requirements as less important than do lower-ability students, but 
paid more attention to the issue of academic pace and intensity. Again the 
authors speculate in interpreting these results; "[i]t may be that parents 
recognize the abilities of higher-ability students and grant them greater latitude 
in this decision. Alternatively, higher-ability students may have greater self-
confidence when it comes to making educational decisions, and thus may feel 
less need to seek out the opinions of others" (p. 606). 
The finding that higher-ability students care somewhat less about college 
cost, and more about financial aid, than do lower-ability students has 
implications for the current study and for college access in general. Logically, 
students who are more concerned about cost should also be more concerned 
about financial aid, as college cost and financial aid go hand-in-hand. Some 
lower-ability students may be missing out on financial aid and/or ruling out 
postsecondary education because they are not aware of the availability of aid, 
or believe that it is not for them. 
Gaiotti and Mark (1994) also found gender differences in decision making. 
Data suggest that, especially early in the process, females report relying more 
heavily on parents, friends, and classmates than males (replicating a finding 
reported by Litten, 1982), while males were more likely to consult with coaches. 
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Data also indicate that females more than males think about the setting, 
atmosphere, and climate of the college in their decision making. The authors 
speculate as to why females care more about climate. They suggest that one 
reason might be a reflection of current gender role; females are given 
messages through the culture that they should take an interest in, and promote, 
healthy interpersonal relationships and attend more to details surrounding daily 
living. In college decision making, females seem to express this set of interests 
by paying more attention to aspects such as a residence halls and campus 
climate. 
Gaiotti and Mark (1994) conclude that several questions remain to be 
addressed in future research. Do the findings concerning higher-ability 
students' tendency to structure the decision in more complex ways reflect 
complex thinking more generally or not? Do students simply adopt criteria from 
others (e.g., parents or counselors) or do they intentionally and explicitly plan 
how they will proceed through the process? How do students deal with 
conflicting information? How can students and their families be aided so as to 
improve the quality of decision making, and thus (presumably), the outcomes? 
Gaiotti (1995a) again studied the college decision-making process in 
order to describe certain measures of decision-making performance, such as 
how decision-makers generate criteria, weigh the importance of those criteria, 
consider alternatives, and integrate information about alternatives and criteria. -
As reported above, at any given point in the process, students appeared to 
consider four or five colleges, and reported using between eight to ten criteria in 
evaluating colleges. Higher-ability students tended to consider more criteria, 
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more distinct types of criteria, and more colleges than lower-ability students, 
although the effect is small and only marginally significant. This trend suggests 
that higher-ability students construct a slightly more complicated "decision map" 
for themselves, using more criteria with which to make a decision. 
Gaiotti (1995a) comments that 
all students might be faulted for failing to consider a number of other 
potential criteria. For example, there were 34 factors listed on the standard 
form; most students gave each one a moderate or high importance 
weighting, despite the fact that even the higher ability students only 
spontaneously listed at most a third of these. In general, then, all 
participants could be described as under-exploring the decision [italics 
added]. (p. 478) 
As speculated above, it may be that students' restricted decision maps 
represent an adaptive information management strategy; the restrictions help to 
keep in bounds the amount of information to be gathered, evaluated, and 
integrated at any given time. Gaiotti (1995a) cites Payne's (1976) laboratory 
studies of people selecting hypothetical apartments which suggested that 
people's decision-making strategies were less compensatory and less complex 
when the number of alternatives is large, and states that the data reported seem 
to provide a real-life replication of these laboratory studies. 
Similar to the above-mentioned Gaiotti and Mark (1994) study, the overall 
structure of the students' decision maps, in terms of the number of criteria or 
alternatives considered, did not change over the course of the decision-making 
process. What did change was the content of the decision map (i.e., the specific 
criteria considered). Content changes in decision maps as a function of both 
gender and academic ability were also found. 
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Females, more than males, listed criteria pertaining to college climate 
(e. g., residential facilities, campus appearance, size and type of school) while 
males were more concerned with factors such as academic challenge, success 
of graduates, and reputation. Gaiotti (1995a) speculates that differential 
socialization causes females to care more about their surroundings and the 
people in them, and males to focus more upon factors that might enhance future 
individual success. 
Gaiotti (1995a) examined models of information integration and concluded 
that they suggest that students do, in fact, consider multiple criteria in forming 
their overall impressions of a particular alternative. However, 
the relatively equal fit of the Full MAUT [multi-attribute utility theory] and 
the Equally Weighted Criteria models suggest in contrast that students did 
not make use of the importance weights they gave to different criteria. 
There were noticeable differences in this aspect of performance as a 
function of academic ability. In particular, those models involving multiple 
criteria fit better the data of more academically-able students relative to 
the data of lower-ability students. This suggests that linear models of 
information integration, widely cited in the decision-making literature, 
differentially fit the data of particular students. (p. 463) 
Gaiotti (1995a) suggests three possible explanations for the differences in 
performance as a function of academic ability: (1) students of higher academic 
ability perform better (i.e., tend to generate more complex decision maps, 
integrate information better) because they have a greater investment in this 
particular decision (for these students, higher education matters more), (2) 
students of higher academic ability perceive themselves as having more 
options in the first place than do students of lower academic ability (students of 
lower ability might perceive their choices as already very restricted), and (3) 
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students of higher academic ability simply have more cognitive resources with 
which to make any decision, and/or to respond to the particular task (reflecting 
in detail on their own information processing). Gaiotti also suggests that, 
alternatively, it might be argued that the fit of data with linear models is not an 
especially good benchmark for information integration. "Perhaps lower ability 
students also integrate information very well, but according to some non-linear, 
non-additive model. It is impossible to rule out this possibility, although its 
plausibility rests on an identification of such a non-linear model" (p. 480). 
Gaiotti's (1995a) data also suggested that 
[i]nterestingly, neither the complexity of students' decision maps, nor the 
degree to which students "followed" linear models in their overall intuitive 
assessments showed any "payoff" to the student in either satisfaction or 
"success", as crudely measured here. That is, students with "better" 
decision-making performance (more complex maps, more linearly-
predictable overall ratings) were not feeling especially better about the 
decision-making process as it was unfolding, did not feel better about it in 
retrospect, and did not select a final "pool" of alternatives at which their 
final rate of acceptance was higher. At least in the measures reported, 
better cognitive performance did not yield better outcomes. Obviously, this 
preliminary finding needs more stringent testing in future work. (p. 480) 
Gaiotti (1995a) draws the following overall conclusions about the students' 
reports of how they faced this decision: students find this a stressful decision to 
make; they appear to restrict the set of information they actively consider at any 
point in time to about nine criteria and about four alternatives; there is little 
change in the structure at different points in the process; students' intuitions are 
correlated with linear models (but only moderately); and the fit of linear models 
to students' impressions is better for academically able students. Gaiotti 
suggests that students' reports of the major aspects of their decision maps do 
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seem plausible given other literature on adolescent decision making (Beyth-
Marom, Austin, Fischhoff, Palmgren, and Jacobs-Quadrel, 1993). According to 
Gaiotti (1995a), "if students are restricting the number of criteria or alternatives 
simply to manage information, then providing them with alternative information-
management strategies is likely to improve the thoroughness with which they 
explore the decision space" (p. 481 ). Gaiotti also cites research that suggests 
that peoples' decision making on laboratory problems can be improved even 
after only brief training sessions (Larrick, Morgan, & Nisbett, 1990); however, it 
remains to be seen as to whether similar effects could be produced for real-life 
important decisions, and what the persistence of the effects would be. 
Gaiotti (1995a) mentions several other questions and new directions that 
are raised by the research. One of the most provocative is the idea that the 
"college decision" is really a series of interleaved decisions: 
Is college a possibility, either financially or academically? If so, should 
college be considered for immediately after graduation? Who or what 
sources should be consulted in thinking about these questions? How are 
conflicts among different sources resolved? When and how are 
alternatives "put on a list" for active consideration, and just what does it 
mean to "consider" an alternative? For example, is there a pre-decision 
screening phase to this process (Beach, 1993), and if so, what is its 
nature? How do students come to add a criterion or an alternative to their 
lists in the first place? How do they assign ranks to the schools under 
consideration with respect to one or more criteria? Under what 
circumstances do they make revisions to their criteria, their subjective 
importance weightings, or their rankings? How do they know when they 
have gathered enough information? At what point do others (e.g., parents, 
teachers, counselors) assume decision-making responsibility, and how 
does this change the decision-making process? (p. 481) 
Gaiotti (1995a) briefly mentions that newer models of decision making 
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which focus less on linear and compensatory models, and more on intuitive, 
holistic processes have been sketched (e.g., Beach & Mitchell, 1987; Frisch & 
Clemen, 1994). However, because these models did not provide sufficiently 
clear or testable predictions, they were not assessed in the study. Gaiotti 
mentions that the lack of perfect fit of students' data with traditional linear 
models suggests room for different models of decision making; however, tests of 
other models require further theoretical development. 
Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996) described the ways in which students reported 
the overall experience of their involvement with their college decision. In this 
study, which focused on the affective dimensions of the process, they concluded 
from their data that, over time, students reported feeling more certain of their 
decision, more comfortable with their approach to the decision, more confident 
of their ability to make a decision, and more satisfied. In contrast to these 
increasing good feelings, they found that the students' perceptions of the 
process as difficult, stressful, and pressured changed very little throughout the 
process, and that the students reported only a moderate level of enjoyment 
throughout the process. 
Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996) also reported that the students feel 
overwhelmed at times by the decision. Many of the students felt stressed by the 
amount of information that is potentially relevant to the decision and the short 
time they have in which to process it. While Gaiotti and Kozberg found 
differences in decision making between subgroups of students, they found few 
differences in the emotional experience for students of different levels of 
academic ability or different genders; "Male or female, more or less 
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academically talented, our students paint a similar picture of the process: one of 
stress and difficulty'' (p. 14). 
Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996) conclude that 
given the relationships among identity formation, cognitive development, 
and educational/vocational decision making ... schools might be 
encouraged to design guidance activities that not only provide specific 
information, but also teach exploration and decision making skills as well 
as promote self-understanding. (p. 15) 
The adolescents in their sample repeatedly expressed a need for help in 
managing the amount of information they received. They suggest that future 
work might examine the ways in which such help can and should shape 
adolescents' emerging sense of identity on this as well as on other important life 
decisions. 
Gaiotti (1995b) examined students' memories of how they made their 
college decision. The students were asked, during their first year of college, to 
recall the criteria they had used and the alternatives they had considered in 
making their decisions. The students were also asked to describe the criteria 
they thought, in retrospect, they ought to have used, and to rate their satisfaction 
with the decision-making process and its outcome. The students who 
responded to the follow-up questionnaire recalled about half of the criteria they 
originally reported using, and about two-thirds of the colleges they originally 
reported considering. Gaiotti concluded that their recall of criteria was affected 
by their current view of the criteria they should have used. Overall, "the pattern 
of results suggests that memory is affected by a decision-maker's current 
cognitive framework of the decision, specifically, their retrospective view of how 
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they ought to have made the decisionH (p. 307). Their results also suggest that 
memory is far from perfect, even for stimuli that the decision-maker generated 
himself or herself, and to which, presumably, he or she gave significant 
amounts of thought. From this, Gaiotti suggests that memory is "reconstructive 
rather than reproductive" (p. 317). 
Gaiotti's results suggesting that memory is imperfect were not seen as 
problematic for the current study due to the recency and the salience of the 
experiences reported by the participants. Examinations of the transcriptions 
revealed good recall of specific incidents and details and no problems with 
remembering information needed for the study. 
Summary 
Seven strands of research in the literature that informs this study were 
reviewed: (1) Models of the college choice process, (2) Opportunity structures 
for higher education, (3) Delivery of college information, (4) College counseling, 
(5) Minority access to higher education, (6) "First-generation" college students, 
and (7) College decision making. 
Most researchers of the college choice process have used the 
postsecondary perspective of institutional marketing and recruitment. 
Meanwhile, very little research has been done on the student perspective of the 
process. While many counselors would agree that focusing on the process is 
crucial, too often, the focus of college choice is on the product (getting into a 
college) rather than on the process. Viewing college choice as a process 
enables the student and family to address issues and decisions in a systematic, 
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step-by-step manner. 
The central purpose of the college choice process is "to promote the 
growth and self-actualization of the student. In the final analysis the student who 
knows the most about herself or himself, and has good information about 
colleges, has the best chance to make a decision that is singularly appropriate" 
(Fay-Williams & Williams, 1995, p. 33). The literature on process suggests that 
college choice should not be treated as a single decision, but instead that 
students might experience this process as consisting of a number of 
subdecisions. 
While there are many sources describing the "ideal" college choice 
process (i.e., what it should look like), and myriad prescriptive "how to" books 
and pamphlets on the subject (e.g., what a student should be doing and when 
he or she should be doing it), there remains very little information about how the 
process works in practice. In spite of the examinations of the process and the 
quantity of available information, certain questions remain: "Are all students 
getting the help and information they need in timely and appropriate ways?" 
and "Are deficiencies in the amount and quality of help and information creating 
barriers to college for students?'' 
The literature on models of the college choice process show that the 
processes of student college choice and institutional recruitment of individuals 
have been studied as separate phenomena using different paradigms 
(McDonough, 1994). According to McDonough, three approaches have 
dominated: (1) sociological status attainment analyses of access, (2) higher 
education analyses of college choice, and (3) econometric analyses of 
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institutional marketing and the impact of financial aid policies on individual 
behavior. Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith (1989) categorized current models 
of college choice into four types: Econometric, sociological, consumer, and 
combined. The combined models attempt to integrate the sociological status 
attainment analyses of access with the econometric analyses. 
Most of the commonly used college choice models identify three stages 
and are "combined" models in that they are based on both sociological and 
econometric models. These models are primarily based on the approach that 
looks at students as individuals progressing through a series of stages of 
college consideration and choice. Hossler and Gallagher's (1987) three-stage 
combined model draws from econometric and status attainment theories. As 
with many models, the intent of the Hossler and Gallagher model is to assist 
both institutional and public policymakers in exerting more influence over the 
college choice decision-making process. 
These models raise the question, "For whose benefit is this change in an 
individual's choice process being initiated?" Is it for the individual's benefit, the 
institution's benefit, or both? These changes in individuals' choice processes 
need to be analyzed in detail to determine who ultimately benefits from them. 
Utten (1982) noted that "(i]f student behavior is to be changed, it should result in 
more effective college-selection processes, the enhancement of personal 
development, or social benefits" (p. 397). 
The Hossler and Gallagher (1987) model has great heuristic value for the 
current research; however, like the other models of college choice, it is 
developed from the college perspective, and, as such, the main goals of this 
67 
model have been marketing and recruitment. Because individual and 
institutional goals may be both overlapping and conflicting, it is necessary to 
define the degree to which the college and the individual share goals and 
where their goals may be different. In addition, as Freeman (1997) stated, it is 
ironic that models to increase students aspirations for postsecondary education 
have generally been based on society at large, ignoring the groups targeted for 
increased enrollment. 
McDonough (1997) uses Marshall's (1994) definition of opportunity 
structures which are "the pathways to success in American culture." 
McDonough refers specifically to the "organizational arrangements and 
processes within institutions and the linkages between organizations that define 
and mediate individuals' achievements" (p. 2). The literature on opportunity 
structures for higher education points out that "society's opportunity structure 
does not work equally well for all. The aggregate college enrollment rate masks 
vast discrepancies in the access and retention rates between White students 
and students of color, as well as between economically advantaged and 
disadvantaged students" (pp. 1-2). While 62 percent of high school seniors in 
the United States go on to college each year, students of color and poor 
students are less likely to start or finish college (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). 
McDonough (1997) refers to research on guidance and counseling which 
indicates that a school can affect college plans through "an ethos of enabling 
students" (p. 7). 
McDonough's (1997) study builds on theories of status groups and 
intergenerational status transmission and on organizational theories of decision 
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making to answer the question, "Why does the higher education opportunity 
structure work differently for different students?'' By emphasizing contextual 
factors, McDonough's study of the college choice process of 12 White female 
students from four California high schools gives us a much better understanding 
of the child in context than we get from other models. McDonough's model 
acknowledges the importance of background variables while avoiding a 
completely deterministic model, and suggests practical changes in opportunity 
structures. McDonough's theoretical framework also emphasizes the benefits of 
appropriate college attendance for individuals and society, rather than for the 
survival of postsecondary institutions. 
While McDonough's (1997) work has been a substantial step toward the 
understanding of the effects of contextual factors on college access, many 
issues and problems remain. While McDonough's descriptions of the college 
choice process for the students studied provide important insights and possible 
intervention points and strategies, there remains an overarching socioeconomic 
determinism in the descriptions that are seen as strongly influencing college 
choice and access. This determinism remains despite the more hopeful and 
malleable factor of organizational guidance. This fact is not a limitation of the 
study itself; it is a limitation of the implications and applications of the findings, at 
least for the short term. 
A key difference between McDonough's (1997) study and the current 
study is McDonough's emphasis on the "social-class-based stratified system of 
postsecondary opportunity" (p. 150). This emphasis bases outcomes on status 
attainment (e.g., who ends up where, at what types of institutions). Because of 
the populations that the participants in the study represented, McDonough 
found that the structure and goals of the college choice process are heavily 
influenced by social class: 
Not all college-bound students face equal choices if they start out with 
different family and school resources ... These differential resources 
contribute to the persistence and reproduction of a social-class-based 
stratified system of postsecondary opportunity that thwarts meritocratic 
ideals. (1997, p. 150) 
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The emphasis of the current study is on the successful matriculation of 
African Americans in four-year colleges with less regard for the status of the 
college. The reason for this is that African Americans are underrepresented at 
four-year colleges in general, even more so at higher status colleges. Although 
a long-term goal might be equal representation of currently underrepresented 
groups at higher-status institutions, the current study's focus is on increasing 
participation of these groups at four -year colleges. The reason for the current 
emphasis is that participation at a four-year college has greater rewards 
compared to nonparticipation, regardless of the college's status. 
One of McDonough's (1997) findings is that more and better guidance 
results in better college choice and access, but this is not an investment that 
society seems willing to make. Society seems to be even less willing to make 
an investment in increasing financial aid to bring about equity in college access 
(Kane, 1999). In spite of the socioeconomic barriers to college access, there is 
reason for optimism; changes can be made in the current system that will 
positively affect the present and immediate future; and these improvements can 
multiply and endure over the long term. 
In examining the role of information in the college choice process, an 
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overriding conclusion that can be reached is that there is no standard in the 
availability of information, help, and support in the college choice process for 
high school students and their families. Hossler and Vesper (1991) found that 
students with access to more sources of information about colleges were more 
likely to successfully fulfill their postsecondary educational plans. Orfield and 
Paul (1994) found that access to accurate and timely information is critical when 
helping students achieve their post-high school educational and/or career 
goals. Meanwhile "[t]here is currently a gap between what information and 
guidance students need in order to make a successful college choice and what 
is being provided by the school counseling profession and the secondary 
education system in the United States" (Ray, 1992, p. 34). 
Hamrick and Hossler (1996) examined the techniques that high school 
seniors and their parents used for gathering information about postsecondary 
education and institutions. They designated students as either "highly 
diversified" searchers or "less diversified" searchers. They found that high 
diversification was positively related to students' perceptions of having 
adequate information with which to choose a college, certainty of their 
identifying an appropriate pool of colleges with which to apply, certainty about 
proposed academic major, and first-year satisfaction with the student's chosen 
college. 
The literature on college counseling points out that students need a 
systematic, collaborative approach whereby they will learn that college 
planning is a part of life career development and that it does not have to be a 
finite event that begins and ends mysteriously or arbitrarily (Berger, 1990). In 
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addition, the college choice process is a lot more than just imparting information 
to students. Researchers emphasize the importance of counseling and other 
types of support in the process. "[S]eniors want a safe space to be able to talk 
through their fears and anxieties about making their first important decision" 
(McDonough, 1994, pp. 432-433). Matthay (1989) found a highly significant 
relationship between satisfaction with assistance with college selection and 
satisfaction with college choice. 
The importance of counseling in the college choice process seems to be 
established; however, "[b]ecause of economic hardship, public schools have 
effectively divested themselves of college advisement" (McDonough, 1994, p. 
433). In addition, Boyer (1987) found that counselors were underinformed on 
information regarding college counseling. Boyer also found that half of the 
students interviewed in his study indicated that they did not have enough facts 
to make an informed decision about where to apply for admission to college, 
while parents expressed an even stronger need for information. 
From the literature, we can conclude that too few high school students 
today are receiving the quality and quantity of college counseling needed to 
make this important decision. There are a number of individual and societal 
consequences for inappropriate college choice including "dropping out" and 
"stopping out," so there are high costs to individuals and society for the fact that 
this process is not being done as well as it could and should be. 
The literature on minority access to higher education shows that, while 
new research has been helpful in finding some common influences on the 
underrepresented poor (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996), additional research on the 
specific factors that influence African American students' motivation and 
aspiration to go on to postsecondary education is sorely lacking 
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(Freeman, 1997). Meanwhile, according to Bateman and Hossler (1996), the 
enrollment of African American students is one of the most vexing issues facing 
admissions officers. 
McDonough, Antonio, and Trent (1997) found that the assumption that 
because of affirmative action, African Americans have an easier time getting 
into college is erroneous. In contrast to this belief, they found that African 
American students have a more difficult time being accepted into college than 
the average applicant. The results of a study by Hurtado, Kurotsuchi, Briggs, 
and Rhee (1996) also indicate that Latinos and African Americans "continue to 
face serious difficulties in college access [and] racial preferences in admission 
have not created unfair advantages ... "{p. 19). 
Freeman (1997), studied African American high school students' 
perceptions of barriers to participation in higher education and their 
suggestions for ways to increase the participation of African Americans in 
higher education. Freeman found two broad themes concerning barriers in their 
responses: Economic barriers and psychological barriers. The economic 
barriers were further classified as: (1) fear of not having enough money to 
attend college, and (2) fear of not getting a job that pays an appropriate salary 
after finishing college. The psychological barriers were further classified as: (1) 
college never being an option, (2) the loss of hope, and (3) the intimidation 
factor. 
The key difference between Freeman's (1997) study and the current study 
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is that Freeman interviewed high school students who identified perceptions of 
barriers to a college education, while the current study interviewed college 
students about barriers and obstacles that they encountered. Examinations from 
both perspectives are important to the overall understanding of the barriers that 
students face. In order to improve college access, we must identify and address 
the perceptions of barriers while we work to identify and reduce the actual 
barriers and obstacles. 
Levine and Nidiffer (1996) interviewed economically disadvantaged 
students, including some African American students in their sample, who have 
gone to college. The common theme in these interviews was that an individual 
touched or changed the students' lives which enabled them to attend college. 
While this study points out the importance of others in the process, it does not 
show how we can build these supports by design rather that just letting them 
happen by chance. 
Research on "first-generation" college students has shown that first-
generation students are less likely to get the help that they need during the 
college choice process (Fallon, 1997), and are more likely to drop out of college 
during the first semester and have lower first-semester grades than students 
with one or more college-educated parents (Riehl, 1994). At the same time, first-
generation students are an increasingly significant force in higher education 
(Hsiao, 1992). Although few American colleges keep precise statistics on the 
number of first-generation students enrolled, there is general agreement that 
those numbers are growing as a college degree becomes a prerequisite for an 
increasing number of jobs (London, 1992). These students often face unique 
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challenges in their quest for a degree; conflicting obligations, false 
expectations, and lack of preparation or support are among the factors that may 
hinder their success (Hsiao, 1992). York-Anderson and Bowman (1991) 
examined the differences between first-generation and second-generation 
college students' knowledge about college. They found a significant difference 
in perceived family support for college attendance with second-generation 
college students perceiving more support than first-generation college students. 
Ting (1998) cites two problems related to the study of first-generation and 
low-income students. Most studies only provide descriptive data and, as a 
result, tend to uncover problems that these high-risk students may face, but do 
not elaborate on how the problems may affect their performance in college. 
Despite available information about high-risk students generally, this 
information "is not useful for estimating the likelihood of academic success for 
students of first-generation and low-income families specifically'' (p. 17). Ting's 
study addresses the need for information about predictive variables for 
estimating the academic performance of first-generation and low-income 
students and provides information about the predictive validity of academic and 
psychosocial variables which is missing across all student populations in 
general, and first-generation and low-income students in particular. 
Fallon (1997) focused on the characteristics of first-generation students 
and on the high school counselor's role in their college plans. Fallon describes 
the unique needs of first-generation students and ways that the school 
counselor can assist first-generation students and their families. 
College decision making was studied by Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996), 
Gaiotti (1995a; 1995b), and Gaiotti and Mark (1994). This literature used the 
college choice process as a way to study adolescent decision making. Their 
longitudinal study examined different aspects of the way high school students 
make college decisions, and the four articles address the different aspects of 
their data. 
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Gaiotti and Mark (1994) described the decision-making activities students 
used, and the type of information students seek and consider in the college 
decision-making process. The data suggest that, at least numerically, students 
structure the decision in remarkably similar ways throughout the time period 
studied, considering an average of about eight to eleven criteria and four or five 
schools at any given time. The authors suggest that this may represent an 
adaptive information management strategy which "helps to keep in bounds the 
amount of information to be gathered, evaluated, and integrated at any given 
time" (p. 603). Gaiotti and Mark also found differences in decision making as a 
function of level of parental education, as a function of academic ability, and as 
a function of gender. 
Gaiotti (1995a) studied the college decision-making process in order to 
describe certain measures of decision-making performance, such as how 
decision-makers generate criteria, weigh the importance of those criteria, 
consider alternatives, and integrate information about alternatives and criteria.-
Higher-ability students tended to consider more criteria, more distinct types of 
criteria, and more colleges than lower-ability students, although the effect is 
small and only marginally significant. This trend suggests that higher-ability 
students construct a slightly more complicated "decision map" for themselves, 
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using more criteria with which to make a decision. 
Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996) described the ways in which students reported 
the overall experience of their involvement with their college decision; this study 
focused on the affective dimensions of the process. They concluded from their 
data that, over time, students reported feeling more certain of their decision, 
more comfortable with their approach to the decision, more confident of their 
ability to make a decision, and more satisfied. In contrast to these increasing 
good feelings, they found that the students' perceptions of the process as 
difficult. stressful, and pressured changed very little throughout the process. In 
addition, they reported only a moderate level of enjoyment throughout the 
process. The authors also reported that the students feel overwhelmed at times 
by the decision. Many of the students felt stressed by the amount of information 
that is potentially relevant to the decision and the short time they have in which 
to process it. They found few differences in the emotional experience for 
students of different levels of academic ability or different genders; "Male or 
female, more or less academically talented, our students paint a similar picture 
of the process: one of stress and difficulty'' (p. 14). 
Gaiotti (1995b) examined students' memories of how they made their 
college decision. The students were asked, during their first year of college, to 
recall the criteria they had used and the alternatives they had considered in 
making their decisions. Overall, "the pattern of results suggests that memory is 
affected by a decision-makers current cognitive framework of the decision, 
specifically, their retrospective view of how they ought to have made the 
decision" (p. 307). Their results also suggest that memory is far from perfect, 
even for stimuli that the decision-maker generated himself or herself, and to 
which, presumably, he or she gave significant amounts of thought. From this, 
Gaiotti suggests that memory is "reconstructive rather than reproductive" (p. 
317). 
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The studies by Gaiotti and Kozberg (1996), Gaiotti (1995a; 1995b), and 
Gaiotti and Mark (1994) discussed here are primarily investigations of 
adolescent decision making, which use the college decision-making process as 
an example for purposes of study and investigation. Because of this, they offer 
important insights into the cognitive and emotional factors that are involved in 
the process, as well as the problematic nature of the process for students. 
Because of the focus of these studies, however, they do not point out 
specifically where the difficulties lie and how to address them. 
All of the studies reviewed deal with important pieces of the college choice 
process; however, none deals with the overall process as experienced by the 
student, or point out the problems and needs of the student in a comprehensive 
way from the student's perspective. As a result, previous studies do not point out 
ways to effectively deal with the problems that arise in the process and meet the 
needs of students. The current study is an attempt to build on previous studies 
while providing a more comprehensive understanding along with practical 
suggestions for interventions. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
The Pilot Study 
In a pilot study by the researcher (MacGowan, 1997), an alternative model 
of the college choice· process was proposed. The model was developed from 
the themes in the interview data of the pilot study, combined with previous 
research in the field. It was intended to be a prototype, subject to change and 
revision based on more data from more subjects. Findings suggested that a 
student-centered model of the college process could be developed (see Figure 
1 ). 
Figure 1 - Attribute-input-subprocess network of the college choice process 
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The new model was intended to be predictive, not causal. It was also 
intended to be viewed as prescriptive in the sense that it combines what should 
be happening within the constraints of reality (e.g., deadlines). A major 
limitation of the earlier study concerns the applicability of the model, which was 
developed using a very small and specific population, to other specific 
populations and to the general population. 
The model that was developed is a network, showing a process which 
evolves over time. It was titled an attribute-input-subprocess network of the 
college choice process. (Original definitions of these terms were created to 
describe components of the model; these definitions are in Chapter 1.) The 
concept of process implies a series of acts or changes, and a moving forward as 
part of a progression or development. It is helpful to understand the components 
of the process as subprocesses within the larger process. The main foci of the 
conceptual framework were the subprocesses that comprise the college 
process and the inputs that affect the process. Attributes were not a focus of the 
study. 
In the earlier study, one college student and three college graduates were 
interviewed. Two subjects were male and two were female, and all four subjects 
were White. Subjects were from different high schools in order to avoid studying 
subjects who all had access to the same sources of information in the process. 
The primary instrument for this study was an interview protocol which was 
developed based on a review of the literature and the experience of the 
researcher. The interview format was semistructured and consisted of a series 
of open-ended questions. 
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Sy bprocesses 
Subprocesses are a series of related events, activities, and changes 
(cognitive and behavioral), which are part of a progression or development. The 
subprocesses in this model are awareness, exploration, and selection. They are 
unidirectional over time as indicated by the single-headed arrows in Figure 1. 
Subprocesses affect and/or are affected by other aspects of the college choice 
process as indicated by the arrows. The events, activities, and changes that 
comprise the subprocesses can be "helpful" or "unhelpful." Helpful events, 
activities, and changes enhance the progression and development of the 
college choice process, while unhelpful events, activities, and changes impede 
or misdirect the progression and development of the college choice process. 
The results of the subprocesses and, consequently, of the college choice 
process can be evaluated on a positive-negative continuum based on the short-
term and long-term satisfaction or dissatisfaction of the student with the college 
choice. 
The Awareness Subprocess 
Awareness involves any cognitive and behavioral events, activities, or 
changes that imply an understanding that the possibility of attending college is 
in the student's future. Awareness ends when the student begins to explore 
specific needs and wants and specific institutions. The student might later revisit 
some of the issues confronted in this subprocess; however, they will be 
addressed with more specificity than previously. 
In a model children's career development (McDaniels & Hummel, 1984; 
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Herbert, 1986), three stages of of development were proposed: The 
"awareness" stage (up to age eleven), the "exploration" stage (ages eleven to 
seventeen), and the "preparation" stage (age 17 to young adult). The 
awareness stage and the exploration stage of children's career development 
combine to correspond to the awareness subprocess In the current college 
choice model. The entire college choice process takes place during the 
"preparation" stage of children's career development, when actual choices are 
made that strike a balance between personal capabilities and such factors as 
educational and employment opportunities and job requirements (McDaniels & 
Hummel, 1984; Herbert, 1986). 
The following quote from a college student exemplifies the awareness 
subprocess and the transition to the exploration subprocess: 
[Before junior year] I didn't think that much about [looking at colleges] 
'cause I was worried about high school at that point, just the grades. I 
knew I had to worry about my grades. I knew I had to get good grades so I 
could go to college ... but that's probably the closest I got even thinking 
about college the first two years. And the beginning of my junior year was 
my grades, my SATs stuff like that, but probably my junior year and senior 
year was when I really got down and talked to people, talked ... about 
different things. 
The Exploration Subprocess 
Exploration is defined as the cognitive and behavioral events, activities, or 
changes that involve the exploration of self and the exploration of colleges. The 
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exploration of self and colleges take place simultaneously and affect each other 
in a feedback loop (see Figure 1). During the exploration process, the student is 
thinking about individual needs, wants, and abilities, as well as the specific 
characteristics of colleges, and is attempting to find a match between self and 
institution. The exploration of self involves introspection, self-evaluation, and 
discourse with others. The exploration of colleges involves researching and 
evaluating colleges. Exploration typically begins somewhere between the 
middle of the junior year and extends into the middle of the senior year. 
Introspection. Introspection is a crucial part of the college choice 
process. According to Hanselman (1996), " ... the student should be 
encouraged to be as introspective as his or her maturity will allow'' (p. 5). 
Introspection involves the self-examination of thoughts and feelings in the 
college choice process. Examples of introspection include thinking about what 
distance from home one desires, and examining one's academic interests. 
Self-evaluation. In the current network, self-evaluation is the 
examination of the student's background variables (attributes) by the student. 
Examples of self-evaluation are reflecting on one's grades and test scores. 
Hanselman (1996) reports that "[a]s a result of researching their strengths and 
weaknesses academically, evaluating recent report cards and exploring a 
variety of careers, students can come to feel a budding sense of control in their 
lives" (p. 5). 
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Discourse. Another component of the exploration subprocess is 
"discourse." This component is related to Vygotsky's concept of "discourse" as 
the "organizing function of speech" (Vygotsky, 1996; Hickman, 1985). 
Hanselman (1996) points out the importance of discourse in the college choice 
process: "Talking to parents, teachers and the counselor is essential ... " (p. 5). 
Related to the concept of discourse is Thomas's "definition of the situation" 
(Thomas, 1923). This is an interactional concept that suggests people examine 
and "define" situations before they act on them. These "definitions" are what 
make situations real for people. Also related to this concept is Cooley's (1926) 
idea that dramatic interplay is the distinctive trait of social knowledge. Personal 
growth and social understanding are dialectic (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Without 
discourse, neither personal growth nor social understanding takes place. 
Discourse is considered a subprocess and differs from an input, because it 
involves dialogue, not just the taking in of verbal information. Discourse takes 
place during all parts of the college choice process, but is most evident during 
exploration which involves "matching." Matching can be thought of as a 
feedback loop or dialectic between introspection, self-evaluation, and discourse 
on one hand, and researching and evaluating colleges on the other. 
On examination of occurrences of the discourse in the pilot (MacGowan, 
1997) study's interviews, interesting patterns emerged. There appeared to be a 
need on the part of the student during the college choice process to use 
discourse (the organizing function of speech) in order to progress and develop 
in a positive way. When student isn't able to do this, positive development may 
be impeded. 
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Researching and evaluating colleges. Researching and evaluating 
colleges is the part of the exploration subprocess that involves looking at 
"what's out there" The student, before this point, had a concept of college and is 
aware of some options, but has not yet looked at the specifics of colleges. The 
important factor during this part of the process is the richness of opportunities 
and data available to the student. Are up-to-date and accurate resources 
available? Does the student have the opportunity to visit colleges? Is the 
student encouraged to attend college fairs or information sessions in the area? 
The Selection Subprocess 
Selection is defined as any cognitive and behavioral events, activities, or 
changes that involve developing a final choice set, applying, waiting, hearing 
about acceptances and rejections, and deciding which college to attend. 
Selection begins sometime during the senior year of high school. Selection 
involves a series of decisions in which the student rules in certain colleges, 
rules out others, reconsiders certain colleges, and from this moves on to the 
tasks of applying, waiting for responses, and making the final decision. 
Selection also includes the acceptance, rejection, or wait-listing of the student 
by the colleges to which he or she has applied. 
Developing a final choice set . The final choice set is the group of 
colleges to which a student has decided to submit applications. This part of the 
selection subprocess involves deciding on the number of schools to apply to, 
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and which ones they should be. 
Applying. Applying involves completing and submitting applications to 
colleges. Participants in the study mentioned needing help and support during 
this part of the process. The amount of help available differed widely for each 
student. 
pecldlng. After applying, the high school senior has to wait and see 
where he or she is accepted. After hearing from the colleges, the student has to 
decide which college to attend, if there are choices available. 
Inputs 
Inputs are information about the college choice process from sources 
which include counselors, books, computers, materials from colleges, and the 
media. Inputs affect and/or are affected by other aspects of the college choice 
process as indicated by the single-headed and double-headed arrows in Figure 
1. Inputs can be "helpful" or "unhelpful." Helpful inputs enhance the progression 
and development of the college choice process, while unhelpful inputs impede 
or misdirect the progression and development of the college choice process. 
This conceptual framework has all of the inputs amassed into one 
hexagon (see Figure 1). This is due to the fact that in the study each of the 
participants seemed to have encountered a different "input package" with the 
presence and absence of various inputs. In addition, the inputs that were 
present were available in very different quantities for each student. 
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Examples of the extremes found within the input packages of the 
participants were, on one hand, "[my counselor] was extremely helpful to me ... 
I think she was my biggest help." On the other hand, another participant stated "I 
don't remember the guidance counselor helping me at all to tell you the truth ... 
I thought they were there for guidance, like if you had mental problems." 
The variety of inputs and the variations in the quantities of these inputs, 
even in the small sample used in this study, was remarkable. Sometimes there 
seemed to be a "feast" of inputs (e.g., a supportive and helpful counselor, 
volumes of marketing materials from the colleges). At other times, students 
seemed to experience "famine" (e.g., no counselor availability, an inability to 
contact a "real person" at a college). 
Attributes 
Attributes are social and cognitive qualities and characteristics, and other 
background characteristics, of the student, family, school, community, and 
society. These include: social, family, school, community, economic and societal 
context; student and parental perspectives, ways of thinking, abilities, and 
values; and, student attitudes and parent support. Attributes affect and/or are 
affected by other aspects of the college choice process as indicated by the 
single-headed and double-headed arrows in Figure 1. Attributes can be 
"helpful" or "unhelpful." Helpful attributes enhance the progression and 
development of the college choice process while unhelpful attributes impede or 
misdirect the progression and development of the college choice process. 
Examples of attributes involved the mentioning of parents as helpful, and the 
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student mentioning that he or she took initiative in the process. 
The Current Study 
The methodology of this study is entirely qualitative. This is an approach 
that has only been used minimally in college choice research and may be a rich 
source for understanding college choice. According to Skirtic (1985), qualitative 
research is used when studying complex human and organizational 
interactions which cannot be translated to numbers. 
Another advantage is that a qualitative approach is able to encompass 
both inductive (i.e., not starting out trying to test a hypothesis, but seeing what 
comes out of the data) and deductive (i.e., starting with a theory and seeing if 
the data supports the theory) processes of inquiry (Guba, 1987). In addition, the 
current study is exploratory. The interviews allowed the researcher to elicit 
meanings from the participants, focusing on issues as they were perceived by 
them (Guba, 1987). As a study which is exploratory in its intent, no a prjorj 
hypotheses were developed; the intent was to examine specific situations so 
that hypotheses can be developed. 
The qualitative approach used in this study helps to understand the 
process and the information needs of African American students from their 
perspectives, as they look back on the process with the benefit of experience. 
Similar to McDonough's (1997) and Freeman's (1997) studies, qualitative 
analysis helps researchers to understand the meanjng of students' college 
choice processes. Another reason for this approach is that, "[t]he voices of 
students are rarely heard in the debates regarding their lives, and the voices of 
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disempowered students are even more silent" (Freeman, 1997, p. 531 ). Using 
phenomenological data, researchers may be able to examine previous 
quantitative research in a new light. Researchers may also be better able to 
identify appropriate interventions and the optimal timing of these interventions 
to positively influence enrollment in postsecondary education for African 
American students. 
Participants 
The participants in this study were 25 African American college students 
from four-year colleges and universities (see Appendix 3 for a list of participants 
by pseudonym and some background characteristics). All of the participants' 
names were changed. Participants were from four urban universities (two public 
and two private) and one urban college (private). Twenty three participants 
were college students and two were recent college graduates. Both male (eight) 
and female (17) students were interviewed. The proportion of women to men in 
this study (68% to 32%) approximates the proportion of Black women to Black 
men enrolled in higher education (Black Excel Newsletter, 2000). Participants 
were recruited through on-campus organizations for African American students. 
Fifteen of the participants lived in urban areas, 9 lived in the suburbs, and 
one lived in a rural area. Thirteen of the 15 who lived in urban areas also went 
to school in urban areas, while the other two went to suburban schools. 
Therefore, 13 of the 25 participants went to urban schools, 11 to suburban, and 
one to a rural school. Nineteen participants attended public schools and six 
attended private schools. All of the participants were from different high schools 
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in 1 0 different states. 
The age distribution was: 18 years old (five}, 19 years old (eight}, 20 years 
old (six}, 21 years old (one}, 22 years old (three}, 23 years old (one}, and 33 
years old (one}. There were 10 freshmen, seven sophomores, two juniors, four 
seniors, and two graduates. 
Eight participants had lived with both parents and 17 had lived in single-
parent households with their mothers. Mothers' levels of educational attainment 
were: Jess than a high school diploma (two}, high school diploma (three}, trade 
school (one}, some college but no degree (seven), Associate Degree (one), 
four-year college degree (eight} advanced degree (two), data not available 
(one}. Fathers' levels of educational attainment were: Jess than a high school 
diploma (two}, high school diploma (one), trade school (three), some college, 
no degree (three}, four-year college degree (two), advanced degree (four), and 
data not available (ten). 
For 14 of the 25 participants, neither parent completed a four-year degree, 
and these 14 participants are defined as first-generation. Nine participants were 
the first in their immediate family to go to college, meaning that neither parent 
nor an older sibling completed a four-year degree. Therefore, five of the 
participants were considered first-generation, but were not first in their family to 
attend college (see Appendix 3). Both parents of five of the participants had 
finished at least a four-year degree. One but not both parents of six participants 
finished at least a four-year degree. 
The majors of the participants were categorized as: Business (five), 
Communications (three), Health Sciences (two), Criminal Justice (three), 
Engineering (two), Social Sciences (two); English (two), and one each for 
Biology, Physics, History Education, History, Film Production, and undeclared 
major. 
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This research was approved by the Boston University School of Education 
Research Review Board in Apri11999. (See Appendix 4 for a copy of the 
informed consent form.) 
Procedure and Instrument 
This study used an interview protocol (Appendix 2) to guide the individual 
interviews with the participants. Interviews were audiotaped, transcribed, coded, 
analyzed, and interpreted. Interviews took place from June 1999 to May 2000. 
The tapes were transcribed by a paid professional transcriber. 
The instrument for this study was a semistructured interview protocol with 
open-ended features (Appendix 2). The framework for the development of the 
instrument was the literature review and the researcher's earlier interview-
based study (MacGowan, 1997). 
Analysis 
In order to interpret the material from the interviews, transcripts of the 
interviews were analyzed as described in Patton (1988; 1990) and Seidman 
(1998). The researcher marked excerpts from the transcripts that were deemed 
important to the current investigation. These excerpts were then organized into 
categories. The researcher then searched for connecting threads and patterns 
within and between the categories and classified the connections into themes, 
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which were then organized into the thematic system discussed in subsequent 
chapters. Analysis and interpretation were done on the basis of this thematic 
system. Ten themes were defined as were subthemes within each theme, codes 
were developed based on these, and the coding system was established. The 
researcher then reexamined and coded the transcripts based on this system. 
The validity and reliability of the findings of the current study are based on 
the epistemological assumptions of other qualitative researchers (Seidman, 
1998). In this spirit, concepts such as "credibility" and "confirmability'' (lincoln & 
Guba, 1985; pp. 298-332) are more appropriate than validity and reliability and 
will be used as terms and as guiding concepts. 
In order to support the credibility and confirmability of the findings of the 
current study, three types of triangulation were used. These were: (1) 
investigator triangulation, (2) data triangulation, and (3) methodological 
triangulation (Patton, 1987; Denzin, 1978). In this study, investigator 
triangulation (the use of different evaluators in a study) involved a second 
reader who coded the interviews using the coding system established by the 
researcher. The second reader/coder was a graduate student in school 
counseling who was paid for the work performed. The coding system was 
explained to the second reader/coder by the researcher. Data triangulation (the 
use of different data sources in a study) involved interviewing three counselors 
who work as college counselors with inner-city youth. Methodological 
triangulation (the use of different methods in a study) involved running a focus 
group with four African American college students from the inner-city. The focus 
group was led by two additional facilitators; a university professor of economics 
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and a graduate student in government. 
Investigator Trlaogylatlon 
To examine the credibility and confirmability of the findings of the current 
study using investigator triangulation, the second reader coded all of the 
transcripts based on this coding system. There was 84% agreement initially 
between the two coders. This percentage was derived by multiplying six themes 
in the coding system (family support/expectation, high school 
support/expectation, guidance counselor support/expectation, testing 
satisfaction/coping with dissatisfaction, the financial aid factor in choice, and the 
career factor in choice) and multiplying these by the 25 (the number of 
· participants), which equaled 150 coded items. There was agreement between 
the two coders on 126 of the coded items and disagreement on 24, yielding the 
84% agreement value. Each of the differences in coding between the 
researcher and second coder was reanalyzed. Four of the themes reported 
below (difficulties with the application process, financial aid problems, number 
of applications submitted, and when a student should start the process) were 
not used in the examination of the credibility and confirmability of the findings 
because they involved simple identifications that did not necessitate 
investigator judgment. 
Thirteen of the 24 differences in coding clustered in just four of the 
participants' responses, leaving only 11 among the other 21 participants. 
Therefore, the transcripts of these four participants were reexamined and 
recoded by the researcher. Eight of the 24 differences in coding occurred in just 
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one of the six themes, which led to the reexamination of the theme. 
None of the codes within each of the themes was dichotomous, so the two 
coders' differences were never diametric (i.e., one scoring an item positively 
and the other coder scoring the item negatively). Where the code involved three 
points along a continuum (e.g., low, medium, high), each difference in the 
coding was only off by one point on the continuum. Also, where there were two 
subthemes within the major theme and a coding difference existed, there was 
only a difference in coding on one, but not both, of the subthemes. Some of the 
differences involved one, but not both, of the coders leaving a coded item blank 
(i.e., one coder felt that the item was either not mentioned or not mentioned in a 
way that could be coded). These uncoded items were examined by rereading 
the transcripts that included them, and adjustments were made to the coding 
where deemed appropriate. After reexamination, the differences in coding were 
not found to be problematic and the scoring system was considered credible 
and confirmable. 
Qata Triangulation 
To examine the credibility and confirmability of the findings of the current 
study using data triangulation, three college counselors who work in public 
inner-city high schools were interviewed. The purpose of the data triangulation 
and analysis was to compare the responses of the counselors who work with 
students going through the college choice process to the responses of the 
student participants. Two of the counselors worked in a major city in the 
southeast and one counselor worked in a major city in the northeast. The 
interviews were taped, and the tapes were transcribed by a professional 
transcriber and analyzed by the researcher. The analysis of the counselor 
interviews showed the findings based on the college student participants' 
interviews to be credible and confirmable; many of the findings were affirmed, 
and none of them was discredited or disconfirmed. 
Methodological Triangulation 
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To examine the credibility and confirmability of the findings of the current 
study using methodological triangulation, a focus group was conducted with 
four African American college students from public, inner-city high schools who 
were not participants in the individual interviews. The purpose of the 
methodological triangulation and analysis was to compare the responses of the 
participants in a group format with the responses of participants in the individual 
interviews. The researcher and two others (described above) facilitated the 
group. The group was taped, the tape was transcribed by a paid professional 
transcriber, and the transcription was analyzed by the researcher. The analysis 
of the focus group transcription showed the findings based on the college 
student participants' interviews to be credible and confirmable, with many of the 
findings were affirmed and none discredited or disconfirmed. 
Limitations of the Study 
A limitation of the current study, as of any qualitative study, is that the 
sample size is much smaller than the quantitative studies on college choice. An 
additional limitation is that a number of factors that are often controlled for in 
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other studies were not controlled for in this study (e.g., gender, socioeconomic 
status, high school grade point average). A third limitation is the use of 
retrospective memory as some information may have been forgotten or distorted 
over time. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
Ten themes were derived from the current interview data. The themes, 
subthemes, codes, and results of the coding of the data will be presented in this 
section. Direct quotes from the interviews are used extensively for illustrative 
purposes. One of the goals of the study is to present a retrospective on the 
college choice process in the participants' own words. While the investigator 
selects, interprets, analyzes, and reduces the participants' words to codes, the 
words themselves are considered to be of primary importance. 
The ten themes are: 
·Family support/expectation 
• High school support/expectation 
• Guidance counselor support/expectation 
·Testing satisfaction/coping with dissatisfaction 
• The financial aid factor in choice 
• The career factor in choice 
• Difficulties with the application process 
• Financial aid problems 
• Number of applications submitted 
• When a student should start the process 
Family Support/Expectation 
Excerpts from the transcripts were coded on the family support/expectation 
theme based on how the participant responded to the question "What did your 
family think about you going to college?" This was coded positively if the 
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participant indicated that the family was supportive and/or expectant of college 
attendance for the participant. The responses of all 25 participants were coded 
positively on this theme; every respondent indicated family support and or 
expectation in response to this question. Participants used words such as; 
"expected", "happy", "wonderful", "excited", "supportive", "pleased", and "great." 
The pride that many of the students felt in their accomplishments was evident in 
their answers to this question and others. 
Some examples from the interviews are: 
Nancy: (my mother] thinks it's great. She was the only other person in my family 
that graduated from college. Hopefully, I will be the second. 
Qb!a: They thought I should. My mother was the motivation behind me. 
Bubjah: They wanted me to go to college. 
Tamina: They loved it. 
Cyrus: I had to, there was no choice. 
Sometimes the family support/expectation was evident in responses to 
other questions: 
Interviewer: Who gave specific information about going to college? 
.Y.u.lia.: I heard it through my guidance counselor and people I knew. Just being 
in high school and being in challenging classes, I'd always thought about 
colleges and the next level ... My father too, both of my parents, 1 think that if 1 
didn't go to college I don't think they would approve .... My parents gave me 
information and they were always telling us that it was important to go to college 
and do what you had to do so you can get out there and work in a challenging 
field. When my sister was 18 she went to college and it was expected of me. 
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High School SupporVExpectatlon 
Excerpts were coded on the high school's support/expectation theme 
based on how the participant responded to the question "what did your school 
think about you going to college?'' This theme refers to the general school 
attitude or climate of support and/or expectation for college attendance for its 
students. A school was coded as expectant or not expectant, and/or as 
supportive, moderately supportive, or not supportive. When necessary, 
distinctions were made as to whether the school was supportive or expectant for 
the specific participant, for some students in the school but not all, or for 
everyone. 
Sixteen of the 25 schools were coded as having environments that were 
both expectant and supportive on this theme. Four schools had environments 
that were coded as expectant and moderately supportive. Four were coded as 
expectant and supportive for some students (including the participants) but not 
for all. One school environment was coded as expectant but not supportive 
based on the participant's response. 
Coded by gender, 12 of the 17 females felt that their high schools' 
environments were supportive, three of the females felt only moderately 
supported, two felt that there was support for some students but not all, and 
none felt no support. Four of the eight males felt that their schools' environments 
were supportive; one of the males felt only moderately supported (Jaime); two 
felt that there was support for some students but not all (Jamar and Kevin); and 
one felt no support (Rashad). 
From the interview with Jaime: 
Interviewer: What did your high school think about you going to college? 
Jaime: Some of them were very supportive. 
Interviewer: Who was supportive? 
Jajme: My guidance counselor and a few people that worked there, the 
secretaries. 
Interviewer: Who was not supportive? 
Jaime: Teachers. 
Interviewer: In what ways did you feel that they were not supportive? 
Jaime: If you had a problem, they wouldn't listen. For example, in college, 
teachers give you their numbers, you develop a good relationship then 
everything goes well, but in high school you told them this and that and they 
couldn't help you. 
Some other examples from the school support question are: 
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Pamella: ... they basically thought the whole class would go to college, at least 
a community college [coded as expectant and supportive]. 
Karen: Since very few of us were actually going to college, they were very glad. 
They were very supportive [coded as expectant and supportive for some 
students but not for all]. 
In Karen's situation, we see two examples of community involvement 
outside of the walls of the high school, which facilitated college entrance for her: 
Karen: I always wanted to go to [a private university] as a little kid ... the 
community that I live in helped me get into [a private university]. 
Interviewer: Tell me a little bit about that, how did the community help you? 
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Karen: The community I used to live in had a scholarship [to the university], and 
the people that used the scholarship would quit. When they found out that I was 
willing to go and stay there for 5 years, they decided to give me the chance. I'm 
like a "guinea pig" right now. If I pass they will give the scholarship back .... 
Interviewer: Who gave you specific information about going to college? 
Karen: My mom, guidance counselor and teen advocates. The teen advocates 
work in a teen center [in the housing project where she lived], they help 
teenagers out who want help. They are there for you. 
Kevin's description exemplifies a school environment that is supportive of 
some but not all students: 
Interviewer: So their wasn't an overall expectation or support for everybody, it 
was just for certain students? 
Keyjn: I think the expectation was there, but not the support. They only selected 
a few. In my senior class there was only three or four of us that everybody liked 
and wanted to help out ... I thought they treated everybody like this but when 
senior year came around I realized that my friends were just as smart as I was 
and they didn't have these opportunities. 
lnteryjewer: What would have your school needed so more of your friends could 
have received the help they needed? 
Keyjn: ... the help we were getting, I felt was not educational. It was sort of help 
to take their minds off the horror in the inner cities, where you try to create this 
ideal place where you get them involved in so many activities like football or 
basketball. Have them keep their mind away from what they have to deal with 
when they are away from school. ... I think they need more support, more 
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teachers and administrators who realize the importance of education. I'm not 
saying they are not trying. I know the effort is there, but they need to focus on 
more educational things ... 
Interviewer: So if you think high schools should have more people who would 
get the students concentrating on the future, that would help a lot? 
Kevjn: ... a lot of stuff that contributed to it and I'm not faulting anybody. I'm just 
saying it's not right what happened to my friends in high school and my oldest 
brother and cousin and a lot of people that graduated with me. Nobody was 
willing to help them, but everybody was willing to help me and that's why I 
wanted to be out of the spotlight and to come to a place where no one knew my 
name. 1 saw the pain and hurt in them. I just didn't want to see that happen 
anymore. 
A specific example of how high schools create a climate of expectation 
and support for college attendance was given by Nancy: 
Nancy: Another thing in high school that I had [other than help from the 
guidance counselor] was a business administration class. They also went over 
the application process, basically just getting information about schools. 
A quote from the interview with Jamar shows another important factor in 
school expectation: 
lntervjewer: The school's environment, did you feel that was encouraging you to 
go to college? 
Jamar: That's how my class was weird because my class ... we sent more 
people to college than any other class up to that time at my school. I don't know 
why it was, this thing among the students saying "we am going to college." It 
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was weird. I don't know if it came from the school as much as just the group of 
people that was in that certain class. All of us knew we were going to school, 
basically more than half of my class went to college. That is a big number for my 
school. 
Guidance Counselor SupporVExpectatlon 
Transcript excerpts were coded on the guidance counselor 
support/expectation theme based on how the participant responded to the 
questions "Who told you specific information about going to college?" and "Who 
helped you?" Guidance counselor support/expectation can be viewed as a 
continuum from high to low. For coding purposes, the level of guidance 
counselor support/expectation was coded as one of three points along this 
continuum: high guidance, medium guidance, or low guidance. 
High guidance means that the guidance counselor was usually or always 
available, was supportive, and gave the student good information. Medium 
guidance means that the guidance counselor was of some help, but not as 
much as needed, and/or there was help in some areas but not in others. Low 
guidance means the guidance counselor was unavailable, unhelpful, or did not 
have good information. These codes only refer to the level of guidance 
available for help with the college choice process. It may have been that 
guidance counselors were busy with other responsibilities. 
Fifteen of the 25 participants described their guidance counselors in ways 
that coded them as high guidance. Seven were coded as medium guidance 
(Bristian, Darlene, Ginelle, Janet, Sondra, Sujia, and Stephan), and three were 
coded as low guidance (Nicola, Rashad, and Jamar). 
Olya's mother attended some college and her older sister attended 
college before her, but we still see the facilitating effect of attending a high 
guidance school: 
Interviewer: Who told you specific information about going to college? 
.Qbla: My high school counselor. 
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Interviewer: What kind of specific information did your counselor give you? 
.Qbla: Scholarship books and we did workshops once a month. Information of 
what colleges expect, how to fill out applications. My older sister also helped 
me. She went through it before me. 
Interviewer: You said there were seminar groups sessions once a month with 
your counselor . 
.Qbla: Yes. 
lntervjewer: Were those very helpful? 
.Qbla: Yes. 
lntervjewer: About how many students would be in those groups? 
.Qbla: Three or four, but I would go visit her every other week bothering her 
about stuff. If I had a question (my mom wanted me to go to college, but she 
wasn't helping me get there, and she didn't how to fill out some of the forms) I 
would go to my counselor to help me. 
Of the six participants whose experiences were coded as medium 
guidance, two (Darlene and Ginelle) were coded as medium guidance because 
of the guidance counselors' lack of knowledge of Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities: 
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Interviewer: When I asked about [who gave you] specific information you didn't 
mention [the guidance counselors]. 
Darlene: They didn't give me specific information because a lot of schools 1 was 
interested in were Black colleges they never even heard of, but when you had 
to turn in a application you had to give it to them. They had to review your essay 
to make sure things were together and they would send it out. 
Interviewer: So they helped you with the whole application process, but not 
necessarily . . . 
Darlene: But not necessarily finding the college .... Originally I looked at Black, 
mostly all Black colleges. 
Interviewer: Did you go to your counselor and ask for information about 
Historically Black Colleges? 
Darlene: They really didn't provide that kind of information. I had a racial 
struggle in that school anyway, because it was a predominately White school, 
like not serving the Black people .... 
Ginelle' search was also hampered by her counselor's lack of knowledge 
of HBCUs: 
Gjnelle: ... I guess I did a lot of researching on my own, like I said I was looking 
at predominately Black colleges. 
lntervjewer: Your counselors at your high school, did they help you look at 
Historically Black Colleges or did you have to do a lot on your own? 
Ginelle: I would have to say I did a lot of it on my own just because they had a 
lot of information there, but it wasn't the schools I wanted to go to. 
Interviewer: Were they generally helpful with the process? 
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Gjnelle: Yes, definitely. 
Janet attended a medium guidance school, but when she didn't get any 
acceptances, her guidance counselor came up with the solution: 
Janet: I came to [my college] because it was the only Engineering school I got 
into. Last year when I started to apply to schools I didn't get into any schools, so 
my guidance counselor, spur of the moment, told me to apply to [the university] 
and I got into [the university]. 
While the counselor helped out after Janet did not get any acceptances, 
we see in her example the problem when the information is not delivered in a 
timely way: 
Interviewer: How about when you applied to college, did anyone help you make 
the list of colleges to apply to? 
Janet: No. 
Interviewer: You did that yourself? 
Janet: Yes. 
Interviewer: How did you do that? 
Janet: I just looked in the college book and chose some schools. I also picked a 
couple of schools that my friends were attending at that time .... 
Interviewer: How did the financial aid process go in terms of applying? 
Janet: Because I applied to [the university where she was accepted] late it was 
not a good process. I applied to [the university] extremely late so I didn't really 
get a good financial aid package. 
Interviewer: So the lateness affected it? 
Janet: Yes. 
Nicola attended a low guidance high school; however, there was a 
resource that facilitated the process for her: 
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Interviewer: You say you had a college office at your school. Is this different than 
a regular guidance office? 
Nicola: Yes, this is definitely different because every student had a guidance 
counselor, which sometimes can be helpful or not. It just so happened I had a 
new counselor, she was optimistic, she wanted to help a lot of the kids. She was 
a lot more helpful than most of the others that were there for a while. They see a 
lot of kids that don't care, so they don't care. I had a great guidance counselor. 
The college office was there to facilitate your files and your transcripts. You 
bring your applications in and your money with your envelope and they would 
give you your official transcript and send it out. So you had to go through the 
college office basically to facilitate or get your college applications out ..... [the 
woman in the college office] was very, very nice .... she was very involved with 
[the high school], very much a part of it, she cared about the kids. You would 
always go by and say "hi, how are you doing?" It was a very conversational 
office. You could always stop in to say "hello" .... You could sit down and say" I 
know I don't want to go to far from home" that kind of thing ... I got the 
impression [the guidance counselors] were there to help you with the things you 
needed to graduate from [the high school]. Their main concern was to get you 
out of there, what you did after that, not to say they didn't care, but it wasn't their 
problem. 
lntervjewer: To get you through and what happens after that is ... 
Njcola: ... completely up to you or "that's the college office was for down the 
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hall" they would say. 
Sondra attended a medium guidance high school, but like Nicola, did find 
some help in the school: 
Interviewer: Who gave you specific information about going and applying on to 
college when you were in high school? 
Sondra: I think the college office mostly. We used to go there instead of going to 
lunch. Just hang out and sometimes work there and just look through college 
books and pamphlets. And then I started getting mail after my PSATs in junior 
year. 
Interviewer: Tell me about what or who was in the college office? What 
resources did you use? 
Sondra: ... there was a lot of college books, things that colleges sent 
specifically, their own advertising books. There were papers and preparation for 
the tests that we had to take, there was a lot of scholarship information. There 
were two people that worked there that basically wrote the recommendations for 
us and made sure our college prep things went out on time, like the essay and 
applications, they would mail them out for us. There was one office where they 
did the clerical work. 
Interviewer: Were they guidance counselors? 
Sondra: They were not really guidance counselors. They were not as busy as 
the guidance counselors. The counselors basically have to spend more time 
with the students. They were there for questions, things like that. 
Interviewer: So they were a good resource specific for college stuff, but you had 
a guidance counselor as well? 
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Sondra: Yes. 
Interviewer: So they were available, and your counselor, if you had a question 
about college, was he or she helpful? 
Sondra: It depends, because they only work certain periods because my 
counselor was also an accounting teacher, so she had her own classes. There 
were certain periods that you had to catch them. They may have been guidance 
counselors for four, maybe five, periods throughout the day, so you had to 
schedule a time that you could see them when they would be in their offices. 
Because of his status as an athlete, Kevin received all of the guidance 
help he needed; however, most students did not fare as well: 
Interviewer: Was the guidance department at your school supportive in 
everybody going to college? 
Kevin: Definitely not ... For me, I was the [football] star of my community. A lot of 
my friends, and I saw it, were going through the whole college process and I 
had [a relative, also a teacher at his school], but the guidance department, and I 
loved my guidance counselor, but she didn't help [my friends]. The same thing 
when my brother and cousin was graduating from the same school, she was 
only helping the [football] stars like me. I could go into her office anytime and 
ask her anything, but when they went into her office they always got the "run 
around." They were my best friends and their personalities were not so much 
different than mine. A lot of people helped me because of who I was; just 
because 1 was a football player with good grades. If you didn't have that they 
forgot about you. 
Another code within this theme was labeled "guidance approach 
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problems." This was coded based on whether the participant mentioned that an 
approach, attitude, or philosophy of the guidance counselor affected the 
process in a negative way. Only three participants (Bristian, Cyrus, and Jamar) 
mentioned situations that were coded as guidance approach problems. Bristian 
attended a medium guidance school, Cyrus attended a high guidance school, 
and Jamar attended a low guidance school. 
Bristian's counselor's approach closed communication between the 
counselor and Bristian: 
Brjstjan: The counselor tried to get the majority of the senior class to go to 
community college. I didn't feel like she was giving me that enough support, so 
just for that I didn't apply to any community college. I said that I'm getting into [a 
specific private university] one way or another. 
Interviewer: You felt like the guidance counselor was trying to push everyone 
toward community college? 
Brjstjan: Yes. 
Interviewer: Did the counselor say why that was? 
Brjstjan: Not really, at some point she would say it was because of financial 
reasons and then she said, "[the private university) won't accept you because of 
your SAT scores." 
Cyrus had actually started a summer football camp at a Division Ill liberal 
arts college on the West coast when he heard that he had a full scholarship at a 
Division I university on the East coast. He left the West coast college and is now 
attending the East coast university. The guidance approach problem mentioned 
by Cyrus affected his college choice process: 
Interviewer: Was football a consideration? 
Cyrus: Actually that was a big consideration. 
Interviewer: Were you looking for a particular division? 
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Cyrys: [My college] is Division I, and maybe one other school [I applied to] was 
Division I, mainly because the others were mostly liberal arts colleges, because 
my school frightened you away from big schools like universities. They wanted 
us to stay in the small classroom sizes, more personal interaction, attention from 
teachers. That was the reason why I wasn't [originally in] Division I .... 
lntervjewer: So you feel that the high school counselors were steering you 
towards smaller liberal arts schools and not the big universities? 
Cyrys: Right, they were steering us towards the liberal arts colleges, 
[universities] never came up. It was always colleges. 
The guidance approach problem at Jamar's high school did not affect him 
because of the help he was getting from his father and brother, including an 
awareness of the NCAA eligibility requirements. We can assume, however, that 
the approach of the guidance department that Jamar mentioned could affect 
other students at his school: 
Interviewer: Who else helped you? You said your brother was a help? 
Jamar: My father did a lot. We made the tapes together and he called the 
coaches and talked to them a lot. My mother was usually working and she didn't 
know anything about football. They just helped me make a decision in which 
one I wanted to go to. 
Interviewer: How about people at your high school? 
Jama.r: Not really. That was one problem we had with our high school. We didn't 
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have much help because there weren't many people that went to my high 
school that were in a situation like I was. They really look for what's best for the 
[average SA11 scores for the high school ... things like taking SATs, that was 
limited to certain people because they didn't think they would make the school 
look good. 
Interviewer: They only wanted certain people to take the SATs? 
Jamar: Well they encouraged you to wait until senior year, or not so early, so the 
scores would look better. We waited until we .bAd. to take it. .. 
Interviewer: How did the SAT process, the testing process go for you? 
Jamar: It's funny because I come up here [to college) and everybody up here 
makes 1200 and above, and that's like the norm. In my high school, they give 
you a shirt for making a 1 000. A lot of students are scared of it, but I knew I .lla.d. 
to take it because of my brother. It was o.k. I didn't have the resources to take 
like the SAT prep. I did have certain books that I used, but it was mostly of what I 
already knew because I couldn't study for it as much. 
Interviewer: But you took it and it went fine? 
Jamar: We took the PSAT in 9th and 1Oth grade and the 11th grade you did 
what you wanted to do. If you wanted to take the PSAT again you could, but I 
just started taking the SAT in the spring of my junior year. I took it like four or five 
times. 
Testing Satisfaction/Coping with Dissatisfaction 
The testing satisfaction/coping with dissatisfaction theme is defined as the 
participant's approach to, and/or reaction to, the SAT or ACT and their scores 
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on these tests. Twenty three participants took the SAT, and two took the ACT. 
(As these tests are primarily regional, these numbers are in large part a function 
of the location of the participants' colleges.) Excerpts were coded as satisfied, 
dissatisfied prompting retesVprep, dissatisfied but accepting, or not mentioned. 
Satisfied means the participant was satisfied with his or her scores, and they 
were not perceived as a problem. Dissatisfied prompting retesVprep means that 
the student was dissatisfied with his or her scores, perceived them as a 
problem, and retook them either with or without some form of preparation 
because of this perception. Dissatisfied but accepting means that the student 
was dissatisfied with his or her scores, perceived them as a possible problem, 
but accepted them with the understanding that there were other important 
factors in admissions. 
Some satisfied students might have taken a prep course and/or have 
retaken the test, but were coded as satisfied because they did not mention 
taking these measures because of dissatisfaction with scores. Some 
dissatisfied but accepting students might have taken a prep course and/or have 
retaken the test, but were coded as dissatisfied but accepting because they 
mentioned a level of acceptance with their scores that the dissatisfied prompting 
retesVprep students did not. 
Six of the 25 participants indicated satisfaction with their scores, and three 
did not mention SAT/ACT testing. Of the remaining 16 participants, eight were 
coded as dissatisfied prompting retesVprep and eight were coded as 
dissatisfied but accepting. 
Bristian was dissatisfied but accepting, even with her guidance 
counselor's warning: 
Brjstjan: ... then [the guidance counselor] said "[a specific private university] 
won't accept you because of your SAT scores." 
lntervjewer: How did you feel about that when she said that? 
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Brjstjan: Well, I said they are not going to reject me just on my SAT scores. 
There is other stuff that I have done like my grades and clubs that I joined. They 
were accepting me, not just one part of me [she was accepted]. 
Cyrus was dissatisfied but accepting despite intense pressures at his 
school: 
lotervjewer: How did the SATs go for you? 
Cyrus: They were kind of crazy from my school. Some kids got 1600 on their 
SATs. A lot of people from my school were really smart. They were good at 
taking the SATs. My school also prided themselves on SAT scores .... 
Beginning of sophomore year people would be studying and taking practice 
SATs. In my school there was a lot of pressure to get at least a 1300- 1400 on 
SATs. If you didn't get that, you were awful. If you got below 1350, you should 
take it again because you wouldn't get into any good school. Once I started 
talking to people outside of my school like the colleges and my football coach 
and I would tell them my SAT scores, they would tell me they were good. I got a 
13-something [a combined score in the 1300s], that is good compared to most 
people. It wasn't like a 1600, but I'm sorry I can't get a 1600. So in my school it 
was a stressful situation. Most people are happy with 1000 or 1100. Personally I 
don't care what people think, I just do my best and if that's not good enough for 
you then I'll go somewhere else. I don't think the SATs mean the world. 
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Ginelle was dissatisfied and worried, but her teachers helped her reach a 
level of acceptance: 
Gjnelle: I don't remember what I got on the SATs but it wasn't outstanding, it 
wasn't even that great. What helped me was my high school record, it wasn't my 
SAT scores. I just know it was lower than what I expected to get. 
Interviewer: So you think your grades got you to college more than your SATs? 
Gjnelle: Absolutely. 
Interviewer: Were you ever concerned your SATs would cut down your options? 
Gjnelle: A little bit. I had a lot of teacher support, for one minute I would think it 
would be killing me and they would say, "don't worry some schools don't even 
look at that, you've got a record that proves it, and you can always write about it 
on your essay." I had a lot of other people telling me it was going to be o.k. and 
it wasn't going to be the end of the world. 
Jaime also mentioned an initial feeling of discouragement 
Jajme: They [SATs] are discouraging because if you don't get a high grade, say 
11 00 or above, it's very discouraging. Everybody keeps stressing how important 
it is and I think it discourages a lot of people if they don't do well. 
Two of the recruited athletes (Kevin and Stephan) demonstrated a very 
different approach to SAT/ACT testing. Their approaches were linked to the 
NCAA minimum GPA and test score requirements for eligibility to play Division I 
or II athletics. Rather than having the effect of raising standards for Division I 
and II athletes, it seems that in these cases the minimum standards had the 
effect of decreasing the students' motivation to do better on the tests. From the 
interview with Stephan: 
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Interviewer: So there was a lot of [guidance] support there? 
Stephan: Yes and the Princeton Review [an SAT prep company] would also be 
at my high school. 
Interviewer: So you had Princeton Review classes too? 
Stephan: I didn't take them, but as far as my school, they were there. 
Interviewer: Did you take the SATs? 
Stephan: Yes 
Interviewer: How did those go for you? 
Stephan: I got a 1110. 
Interviewer: Were you happy with that? 
Stephan: I thought I could do better but it didn't really matter because all 1 
needed was an 800 [combined Verbal and Math]. 
Interviewer: So as long as you meet the NCAA eligibility? 
Stephan: Yes and because of my GPA. 
Interviewer: That's all that really mattered? 
Stephan: Yes. 
From the interview with Kevin: 
Keyjn: The ACT I took in my sophomore year, my football coach knew in 9th 
grade I was a good student and told me to take the ACT to see what I could get. 
He was always encouraging me towards how well I must do starting in the 9th 
grade so colleges would be looking at me so I could have a better chance. He 
showed me all that when I was a sophomore why it was important to take the 
ACT, why it was important to do well in school. That's where it basically started 
and when I got into the community of my school and all the teachers and 
and when I got into the community of my school and all the teachers and 
principal told me that's its important. 
Interviewer: So you took the ACT. How many times did you take it? 
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Keyjn: I took it once my sophomore year and I think twice my junior year. I think I 
also took it in my senior year, but I just didn't care I had already basically knew 
the schools that accepted me. 
Interviewer: Were you happy with your scores then? 
Keyin: Not really, I slept every time I took it. It was a boring test. I could have 
done better. I didn't give my best effort. Again, I did that when I took it in my 
junior year and my sophomore year, I had already meet the NCAA requirements 
for all schools. 
InterViewer: So you didn't have to worry about it anymore? 
Keyjn: I had already made those scholarship requirements, so why worry about 
getting anything higher? 
Other quotes from the interviews cast an interesting light on the students' 
perceptions of the SATs and ACTs: 
.Y.ulia.: I was kind of upset because of SATs, I guess a lot of students don't do 
well their first time around. I had a 13-something [a combined score in the 
1300s] or around there. It didn't go too well at first, but then I took it over again 
and took a prep course. But later on I found out that tests are culturally-biased 
anyway. Not to say it's a justification for not doing so well on the first time 
around. You're expected to do well. People say, "The test went well the second 
time around." I had to try real hard and took the Princeton Review. I took that 
and after awhile I pushed myself. It's a learning experience when you take a test 
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and don't do well as you thought you would, you work a little bit harder and put 
some effort to prepare yourself for the next one .... There are things on that test 
that I may know about because I was born in suburbia, but it doesn't matter how 
smart you are as a minority. Minority meaning Black, Hispanic, Asian, Native 
American. But I don't think someone who is Native American who grew up on a 
reservation all their lives could know anything about some things that are 
mentioned in the test questions (I couldn't give an example now) or if someone 
is very smart and grew up in the city all their lives, they can't tell me that person 
is going to know something about Suburbia ... Parts of those tests are definitely 
biased and it's just coming out now and they put a lot of emphasis on these 
tests and they don't prove how smart you are. Basically, it just proves how good 
a test taker you are. That is not someone's academically ability, and it doesn't 
demonstrate that. 
lntervjewer: So you think, for example, the Princeton Review helped you 
because it helped you become a better test taker on that type of test, but it did 
not increase your knowledge? 
.Y.uli.a.: Right. 
The Financial Aid Factor In Choice 
Another major theme that emerged from the transcripts was the financial 
aid factor in choice. This theme refers to the importance of the financial aid 
package in determining the participant's choice of which college to attend. 
Excerpts with this theme were coded "as financial aid determined choice," 
"financial aid was a factor but did not determine choice," or "financial aid was 
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not a factor." 
The financial aid determines choice code means that the financial aid 
package offered by the college was the major factor in the student choosing that 
college. The financial aid was a factor but did not determine choice code means 
that the financial aid package was a concern, but not the major factor in 
choosing the college. The financial aid was not a factor code means that the 
financial aid package was not a factor at all in the choice of college. 
Fifteen of the 25 participants stated that the financial aid package given by 
the college was the number one factor that determined their choice of college. 
For ten of the participants, financial aid was a factor, but not the most important 
factor determining choice. None of the 25 said that financial aid was not a factor. 
Sujia was a recent college graduate at the time of the interview, but was 
older than the other participants because most of her college attendance was 
part-time. She started college full-time right after high school (her single mother 
died when Sujia was 16); however, financial problems interrupted and slowed 
down her college education. During and after college she worked in a college 
financial aid office, and was still working there full-time at the time of the 
interview. Her earlier problems together with her professional experience offer 
an interesting perspective to the study: 
SJJll.a.: [People ask] "how come I'm having all these student loans?" that can 
scare folks off. If you had more scholarships back then they were merit 
scholarships (academically related) as opposed to need-based. A lot of need 
based programs are out there now for young people, but it only puts a small 
dent into what the overall college costs ... but to those like the people from 
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[inner-city neighborhoods], a lot of them and their parents are uncomfortable 
with the 1 01 questions that are on the Free Application for Student Aid [FAFSA]. 
It's free and very straightforward. It asks you your name, Social Security 
Number, and tells you exactly where to look on your tax forms, but they don't 
know the ins and outs. [For example] they don't realize they can file the form on 
estimated taxes and go back and fix it later. You can estimate for now and get 
your application in. It's a time-sensitive game and a lot of young people lose out 
on that. By the time they get their information into the college the application is 
late, their award letter may have a Pell grant maybe a scholarship but the 
majority of financial aid awards are loans. A loan is not a award. Student loans 
come with special terms and that's [considered] an award even though you 
have to pay it back. You just have to show them a roundabout way handling for 
financial aid to make their [application] easier. I look at my position as a 
financial aid administrator, it's my job to solve all your problems associated with 
your financial part of school so you can focus on your academics. Had I had that 
type of support when I was going through the system, it would have been a lot 
easier. 
The Career Factor In Choice 
The career factor in choice theme was coded either positively or 
negatively depending on whether the participant mentioned the importance of 
career opportunities after graduation, the presence of cooperative education 
opportunities (college programs that alternate education with related work 
experiences}, and/or the presence of a specific career-oriented or pre-
120 
professional major at the college that influenced the choice to attend. Fifteen of 
the 25 participants mentioned one of the above criteria that resulted in their 
responses being coded positively on this theme. Ten of the 25 did not mention 
the importance of the college's career orientation in their choice to attend the 
specific college. 
Difficulties with the Application Process 
The difficulties with the application process theme includes any mention of 
problems with the application process by the participant. These problems were 
sometimes general, but other times could be coded into categories. These 
categories included; meeting deadlinesllateness, communication problems with 
colleges, and application fees. Fourteen of the 25 participants mentioned at 
least one difficulty with the application process, and five of the 14 mentioned 
two difficulties each. Difficulties coded as meeting deadlinesllateness were 
mentioned by five participants. Many participants mentioned the importance of 
deadlines, but these five were the only ones that described them as 
problematic. 
During many of the interviews, participants showed a real desire to tell the 
interviewer about their difficulties and those of their peers. There was also a 
desire to suggest to the interviewer, both directly and indirectly, how the process 
can and should be improved for future college applicants. 
Three participants mentioned a difficulty that was coded as communication 
problems with colleges. Communication difficulties included hearing about 
acceptances late which caused a problem or inconvenience (Cyrus), college 
losing the application (Dianna), and not understanding how to communicate 
effectively with the college (Joelle ). 
Four participants mentioned difficulties with application fees. Two 
mentioned problems with paying the fees (Oiya and Tam ina), and two 
mentioned needing fee waivers (Cyrus and Dianna). One of these two 
mentioned difficulty in finding out how to get fee waivers (Dianna). 
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One participant (Tomas) had a problem getting an English teacher to write 
a recommendation for him to the college that he ultimately attended. He was 
doing a postgraduate year at a private prep school, and his English teacher did 
not think that Tomas's writing skills were strong enough for that particular 
college; however, the college specifically required a recommendation from an 
English teacher. The teacher eventually wrote the recommendation. 
Six participants spoke of the difficulties in more general, unspecific ways. 
Words that were used by the participants included; "aggravating", "intimidating", 
and "overwhelming": 
Nicola: College is intimidating. The process is intimidating. If you're in high 
school you're insecure about a lot of things anyway and it's a new thing. You're 
not going to want to stop in and tell someone that you basically don't have the 
knowledge on how to do something. You're going to feel they are going to look 
at you and feel you're dumb, or they are going to treat you like you're stupid. So 
if you [the counselor] are open or available to people and ask them how they 
are doing, they will be more open. "If this person is enthusiastic and they think I 
can do it then why can't I?" They will apply to that school that they are scared to 
apply to. They will come in more often when they have questions instead of 
trying to do it on their own, instead of possibly doing it wrong or possibly 
missing something. 
Interviewer: Any other advice you would give [current high school students]? 
Rybjah: Don't be too overwhelmed, it's not as bad as it seems. 
From the interview with Rubiah: 
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lntervjewer: At some points in the process, it does seem a bit overwhelming? 
Rybjah: Yes. 
lntervjewer: Tell me about a little bit of the process that seemed overwhelming 
to you? 
Rybjah: First of all getting all those letters from different schools telling you to 
come to their school. Financial aid, how much money they could give you. 
Some schools are willing to give you more money than others. Making sure 
everything is done on time, making sure the application is filled out properly, 
making sure the school receives the transcript, the recommendations. 
Interviewer: So getting everything filled out properly can be difficult. Who would 
you tell them to go to for help? 
Rybjah: Guidance counselor, so she could check over everything. 
lntervjewer: Check over everything before it gets sent out? 
Rybiah: Yes. 
Two of the participants whose difficulties were coded as general did not 
receive any acceptances in their first round of applications. These were the only 
participants in the study with no initial acceptances. One of these participants 
went to a high school with medium guidance (Janet), and one went to a low 
guidance school (Rashad). Janet was helped by her counselor during senior 
year and attended college in the fall. Rashad took a year off, attended a two-
year culinary school, then went to a university. 
Financial Aid Problems 
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The financial aid problems theme includes any mention of problems with 
the financial process by the participant. Overall, 14 of the 25 participants gave a 
response that was coded as a financial aid problem. These problems were at 
times very individual, and other times shared commonalities and could be 
coded into categories. These categories include; forms and/or process 
problems (six), the need to appeal the package (two), and award letter not 
received (two). Individual problems included, having the package changed 
between the initial offer and enrollment, communication problems with the 
college, paying CSS PROFILE fees, and lateness in applying for aid. One 
participant described the process as stressful, but was not specific, and another 
mentioned a problem after freshman year of college. Three of the participants 
mentioned the they had no financial aid problems because they were attending 
school for free; two because of full football scholarships and one because a 
parent worked at the college. Of the 22 that had to apply for aid, 14 mentioned a 
financial aid problem. 
Ginelle' s problem was an example of the award letter not received: 
Interviewer: Were you looking for Historically Black Colleges? 
Gjnelle: Yes I was, my first choice was [an Historically Black College], but they 
didn't have [my] major and my second was [an Historically Black College] and 
they messed up my financial aid, so I couldn't go there. 
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Interviewer: When you say they messed it up, what do you mean by that? 
Gjnelle: They said they didn't have the FAFSA, but we made copies. My mentor 
had to call them because a lot of time had lapsed and I hadn't heard anything. I 
did get my acceptance letter but nothing on financial aid. That's when they told 
her the information and it was something I wouldn't have known until! got there 
if she hadn't called. It was a mess, but she ended up helping with that process. 
Interviewer: So that kept you from going to [an Historically Black College], but 
obviously financial aid problems didn't keep you out of school completely. 
Gjnelle: Right. 
Interviewer: For most colleges it went o.k.? 
Ginelle: Right, but I was depending on financial aid. If I hadn't received financial 
aid then I think I would have taken a year off or something to work and get 
money. 
Joelle and Nicola's responses are examples of the forms and/or process 
problems: 
Joelle: Financially my parents were not rich, but not poor, but definitely needed 
help to go to college especially [a specific private college] which costs $32,000 
a year. So financially understanding how the paper work needs to be in and 
what exactly does it mean when you're filling it out. That was a huge obstacle 
because at my high school most parents were really rich so they didn't apply for 
financial aid, so the paper work was given to us but how to accurately fill it out 
wasn't explained. So initially that was a obstacle for my parents because I'm the 
only child and the first to go to college .... It was difficult, it was a learning 
process. 
Nicola's problems continued throughout college: 
Njcola: The one thing I dropped the ball on was, my family and I didn't know 
how to do was financial aid, which became a real problem. 
Interviewer: Because you were late or was it complex? 
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Nicola: Both, late and complex, we didn't do it right. Then it became a problem 
later. It became a problem all throughout college. 
Interviewer: How did you finally find out about financial aid and the right way to 
go with financial aid? 
Nicola: I had a major problem the first time ... I thought I would have to leave 
school. I left for a couple of days. I came back and we have a multicultural 
center on campus and I happened to be speaking to another African American 
student and they told me about a person and to see what he would have to say. 
He actually knew so much about the process, but it's not what his office does. 
He helped do it and file for it. We figured out ways to finish out this semester and 
then apply for it the right way. It's sad, but now I know about it and know how to 
do it. So I do it on my own now. 
Interviewer: During senior year [of high school], you eventually did get it in 
somehow? 
Nicola: My mother did it. She was in charge of it, but didn't do it well. She just 
didn't handle it correctly. 
Even though the interviews focused on the high school time frame, the fact 
that financial aid is reapplied for, and awarded, annually created problems for 
students. From the interview with Yulia: 
Interviewer: You feel as though the financial aid offices aren't helpful or ... ? 
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Y.uli.a.: No, they're not helpful at all from what I have been told word of mouth. 
What most colleges do is accept Black students and give financial aid 
packages, so they will go to their college and all of a sudden sometime down 
the line, maybe a couple of weeks before the student goes there, they kind of 
lessen the amount of aid for no reason. So a student may find that when they 
were originally getting $28,000 they are getting $25,000 and they have no idea 
how they are going to cover the rest of that tuition. I've seen that happen and 
I've seen kids have to leave after a semester, come back or are now at a 
different school. It's rough and it's something they do to fill a quota, as far as I 
understood, it so it looks good. 
Interviewer: So it looks like they have admitted a lot or a high percentage of 
Black students, then once they fill that they aren't there for them? 
.Y.u.tia.: Right. 
Interviewer: That's sad. 
Y.ulla.: It is sad, and actually I was telling my sister that my school does it and she 
said that a lot of schools do it. 
Interviewer: Do you know of other cases with friends and acquaintances? 
Y..u.Ua.: I know of a girl in my freshman year that it happened to, and I know of a 
girl I expected to see going into junior year, happen to her in sophomore year. 
She almost didn't come back. I know of people who have been at school maybe 
5 or 6 years and have taken a year off because this has happened ... 
Interviewer: Do you think that might cause students to actually not finish their 
education, or maybe not even start their education after high school? 
Y..u.Ua.: That can be a issue, I know students who decided to work and who had to 
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pay for their own education after high school. They make money that way and 
take some part-time classes. I know students that it happened in the middle of 
their academic year and they would have to take some sort of break, either that 
or transfer. 
Sujia's education was impacted significantly by a change in the financial 
aid package from one year to the next: 
.5..uii.a.: I really didn't think too much about the money at that point [during high 
school]. Money became a issue later on. I was more focused on getting into 
school, that was "Number One". I was familiar with completing the financial aid 
forms. Then I went to school and got this nice little bill in the mail then I said 
"how am I going to pay for this?" I went to the financial aid office and borrowed 
on the student loan program. Back then I can't remember how much [the private 
university] cost. During the second academic year, I went on co-op [cooperative 
education; defined above] and when I returned I received my spring bill and the 
bill was a little over $5000. Back [then] that was a lot of money. I couldn't figure 
out how to pay for it and [the private university] kept pushing me towards 
borrowing more loans and I couldn't afford it, plus personal things going on, I 
said "I'm going to lose a semester." That summer, I spoke to my sister and she 
told me she was attending [a public university). I asked her about [the university) 
and she told me to go there and talk to someone on campus to see how I could 
get in, and to see how it works, and look at the cost. She knew I was very 
worried on how I was going to afford college. I went to [the public university]. 
That's how I transferred ... 
lntervjewer: So that was affordable for you? 
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.5..u.i.ia.: Very affordable .... 
Interviewer: So it really was the financial aid part of it that almost stopped your 
college education? 
.5..u.i.ia.: Yes, that was "Number One." 
lotervjewer: There was nothing before you applied to [the private university] that 
really helped you understand what the reality of the financial situation would be 
at that point? Am I right? 
.s.uua.: Yes, you're absolutely right. Cost was a issue. Educators always say 
"don't let the cost of your education prevent you from seeking out your dream of 
going to a particular school." In some cases, depending how a person feels 
about debt, that can be a real influencing factor on your staying at a particular 
school, especially if they don't give you decent funding. 
Sonjiah's situation (from a high guidance high school) shows how good 
information and support can help after the financial aid award letter arrives: 
Interviewer: Was [the counselor] helpful during the process? 
Soojjah: Extremely. 
Interviewer: What kinds of information were helpful that she gave you? 
Soojjah: Direct and indirect ... PSAT, then the SAT and the English & Math 
SAT lis. She arranged everything. People from different colleges came to speak 
to those interested in those colleges. I got into [a private university] and 
something was going on with the FAFSA and she spoke to them and after that I 
got my money. 
Interviewer: Can you tell me a little about that? You applied to [a private 
university] and you filled out the FAFSA? 
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Sonjjah: Right and I'm not sure exactly what happened ... They weren't giving 
me enough. And I really wanted to go to [the university} and she called them 
and really expressed my interest. 
Interviewer: There was a problem with the financial aid it looked like you would 
not be able to go? And your counselor straightened that out? 
Soojjah: Right. 
Number of Applications Submitted 
In all of the interviews, participants either mentioned the number of 
applications submitted, or was asked for this number by the interviewer. One 
participant submitted only one application, one submitted two, one submitted 
zero (Stephan- see "Recruited Athletes" below), and 22 submitted three or 
more. Of these 22, 13 submitted five or more, and five submitted eight or more 
applications with a high of twelve. Eleven of the 25 participants submitted fewer 
than five applications. 
When a Student Should Start the Process 
In response to the question, "when would you tell a current high school 
student to start the process?" all 25 participants mentioned that the starting point 
should be during the high school years. Four recommended starting freshman 
year, and three recommended starting sophomore year (one at the beginning 
and two at the end of the school year). Five recommended starting the process 
the summer before junior year, while 11 recommended starting during junior 
year (one at the beginning, four in the middle, and six at the end). One 
recommended starting the summer after junior year, and one recommended 
starting at the beginning of senior year. 
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A number of students wished that they had begun the process earlier. For 
some, the late starts caused minor problems and, for others, the problems 
caused were significant. 
Other Findings - Participants, Focus Group, Counselors 
Other findings from the interviews, which inform the study, but were not 
organized into themes and coded, are presented in this section. This data 
include advice from the participants, information from recruited athletes, and 
data from the focus group and from the counselor interviews. 
Adylce from the participants 
Participants were asked the question, "What would you tell a current high 
school student who is about to begin the process?" Responses to this question 
were very individual and based on the participants' experiences. Some 
examples of the advice are: 
Cyrus: Get help from somebody who was in the same situation as you're in. 
Don't go to somebody who doesn't have to worry about the FAFSA, or who 
doesn't have to find that extra scholarship money. Go to somebody who knows 
the "ins" and "outs" of applying, or [other] important information. 
Dianna: Don't get frustrated because it is long and hard. Pick the school based 
on their program you want to go into, not just because people you know are 
going there. Apply for financial aid early. You get more money the earlier you 
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apply. 
Patrja: Do everything early. Make sure you have all your financial aid stuff done 
early. Make sure you fill out all the application early and have everything sent in 
on time. 
Gjnelle: I would say "don't sell yourself short." Maybe your scores weren't high 
or maybe you don't have prerequisites, but it can be flexible. Definitely pursue 
anything you have in your mind. Also listen to what teachers and guidance 
counselors have to say because they have lots of experience. Their insight 
would be very valuable. You don't have to settle for anything, go for it, you only 
get that chance once unless you transfer. Be aware of your strengths and 
weaknesses, try to use them to help you get what you want because usually you 
can get it. 
Joelle: I would tell them always communicate what you want and what you think 
you need with whoever is going to be responsible for paying for you to go to 
school. Because parents or guardians, they don't want to lose you. This is a 
breaking away time and leaving is hard for them too, so make them involved in 
the process. Do really well in school especially your sophomore and junior 
years. Study hard and show potential for those years. College is really 
important in the sense it's the beginning for your education towards what you 
want to do for the rest of your life, so you need to make this decision wisely. If 
you don't know what you're going to major in, but have a idea, look at the 
schools that have the strongest major and don't be deterred by the numbers 
they show you. Be realistic. Pick schools that you know you can definitely get 
into, but also reach for certain schools .... 
Joelle also had advice concerning the "nuts and bolts" of filling out the 
college applications: 
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Joelle: Fill them out completely and reread them. Have someone else reread 
them. Do your own essays and get them in on time. If you don't understand a 
certain question that they are asking on the application call the number at the 
university (I've worked in the university admissions office) and that's what they 
are there for. It's better to call and get the answer then leave it blank. Get the 
application, I know I got the application in my junior year and just read it to see 
what they wanted, what I needed to be answering. 
Sondra's advice emphasized the academic and extracurricular activities: 
Sondra: Do well in your classes and keep up with your guidance counselor, 
make sure you fill all your requirements because I've known people who, come 
graduation time, found out they couldn't graduate because they didn't take [a 
graduation requirement] ... and it's upsetting to them. You always have to keep 
on track and make sure you're doing well in your courses. I would recommend 
they do extracurricular things like try to join clubs that are geared towards what 
they might want to major in college .... So try to be as well rounded as you can. 
Try to get to know a lot of their teachers because they are there for 
recommendations. 
Nicola and Sujia's problems with financial aid were mentioned again in 
their responses to the advice question: 
Njcola: Just to reassert it or say it again, the financial aid thing is so hard, so 
confusing. It's not that easy, it amazes me on how many parents do it. I would 
say that most parents say they can do it because they do their taxes. It's a little 
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different than that. I think they need to go to financial seminars if college fairs or 
schools are offering them because it can get a little tricky. And if you do one 
thing wrong that affects everything later. They sent things back to me . 
.5.u.Ua.: Make friends with the financial aid advisor at the college. The last thing 
you need to worry about is the financial part of it, so you can focus on your 
academics and you can figure out what you're going to do on your free time ... If 
you have a good financial aid advisor that is one less major worry you have to 
focus on. 
Recruited Athletes 
Based on the interviews, applying to college as a recruited athlete seems 
to be a very different process : 
Interviewer: Tell me a little bit about the process and how you applied to 
college? 
Stephan: I never filled out a application, the only thing I did was when (the 
college he's now attending] and (a highly selective university] came to my 
school instead of filling out a application they just wanted the recommendations 
from the teachers I had. They called my house before they came to the school 
and asked me to have the recommendations for them instead of the 
applications so when they came to me in school I just gave them the 
recommendations. I was pretty much accepted based on my transcript and SAT 
scores. 
Interviewer: Where else did you apply? How many other schools did you apply 
to? 
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Stephan: I didn't apply to any. I visited [a highly selective university], [the college 
he's now attending], [a selective public university], [another selective public 
university] and [a selective liberal arts college]. .. I never put my name on a 
application. 
Interviewer: Both of schools got back to you and said they wanted you? 
Stephan: Yes .... They needed something but they didn't want me to fill out the 
application. It wasn't like my grades were not good enough to get in or my 
scores weren't good enough to get in, but they needed something on file .... 
Interviewer: What would you tell a current high school student about to begin 
the process, what advice would you give him or her? 
Stephan: Patience. My process was different; a lot of kids in my high school 
were stressed about it. A lot of my friends were waiting on early admission 
acceptance from like [a highly selective university] and [another highly selective 
university]. I would say to be patient. My process was different because I knew I 
wasn't going to go wrong wherever I went, or that I wasn't going to get accepted . 
. . . Just try to be relaxed as possible. Just know that everything will be all right. I 
saw some kids go through some breakdowns as far as being denied. Getting 
denied to [a highly selective university] but getting into [another highly selective 
university], which is just as good of a school, but not what they wanted. Kids 
would break down and it was bad. 
Interviewer: You saw them go through a lot of stressful stuff? 
Stephan: Yes, just getting SAT scores back. Having to take the SAT twice and 
the SAT I Is three or four times, a lot of them just being stressed. 
Interviewer: So things worked out for you because of the athletics and grades? 
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Stephan: Yeah, if it weren't for the athletics, my world would have been the 
same situation, taking the standardized test over and over again, waiting by the 
mailbox everyday. 
Interviewer: So you think it would have been the similar situation for you? 
Stephan: Yes, definitely. There are kids that even went to play sports at some of 
the higher-level colleges in my high school, but because it wasn't a major sport 
like football or basketball where money was involved, they still had to get in 
academically before they could play so they had to go through the regular 
admissions process. The fact that football has money to give and it has more 
pull it made it easier .... 
Interviewer: Is there anything else about applying to college, the whole process 
while you were in high school that I didn't ask you about that you remember or 
was significant? 
Stephan: It wasn't completely unstressful for me, it was just a different type of 
stress. There was more comfort in my stress, my stress was just making the right 
decision where other people were waiting on people to make a decision for 
them. 
Ty expressed similar feelings: 
_nt: I remember it being really difficult because it's hard to know what you really 
want. It's a major decision. I remember it being such a stressful time and parts of 
me didn't want to deal with the whole process because of whatever reason, I'm 
not even quite sure. It might have been the fear, but I was very fortunate that I 
had the help of football to steer me on the right path to get some applications 
done and apply to schools. Some schools I didn't even have to apply to 
because they sent applications to me. 
Jamar attended a low guidance high school. Because of athletics, 
however, he fared better than his classmates in the college choice process. 
Witnessing the difficulties that his older brother had meeting the NCAA 
requirements before him also was helpful and instructive to Jamar: 
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Interviewer: What did your high school think about you going to college? 
Jamar: That was like one of the best colleges my school has ever produced a 
student to go to. 
Interviewer: So they were very happy about it? 
Jamar: They had bulletin boards with my poster playing football. 
Interviewer: Who told you specific information about going to college? 
Jamar: Mostly my brother, he played football. He was really good, but he didn't 
get his grades in high school like he was supposed to. That's why I always got 
good grades in high school, I took that SAT many times because I knew to take 
it. I knew he messed up and didn't go, so I had to do what I had to do to get 
here. 
Interviewer: So he didn't go himself, but he was a big help to you? 
Jamar: He went, but not for football. He was getting recruited by major schools, 
but he didn't go because of his grades. There were a couple of courses he 
didn't pass, just playing around, not taking academics seriously. 
Interviewer: Because of the NCAA requirements? 
Jamar: Yes. 
lotervjewer: Because of that he couldn't play Division I or II? 
Jamar: Yes, so he didn't play at all, he just went to school. 
Interviewer: So he is getting his degree now? 
Jamar: Yes, it took him a couple of years longer than it should have but he 
finally did it. 
The Focus Group 
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Analysis of the focus group transcription affirmed many of the findings from 
the individual interviews and did not discredit or disconfirm any of them. While 
the focus group method was used primarily for methodological triangulation, 
some extended quotes are included here for illustrative purposes. In general, 
the four members of the focus group found the process of applying to college to 
be difficult and confusing, and all mentioned needing specialized and 
individualized help throughout the process: 
Member 1: ... the whole process of college, the applications, which college to 
select, is really overwhelming, really overwhelming. I think they may need some 
assistance in choosing the right college or choosing the right field if that's the 
issue. 
Interviewer 2: Do you think the same? 
Member 2: Yes, you always need someone in your corner helping you out 
whether it be college, work, or life itself you just need someone there to help 
you out. ... 
Member 3: ... All you need is guidance, that's all you need to get your college 
applications and everything .... 
Strong confirmation was found for the participants' distinct reactions to 
SAT scores discussed above. Members of the focus group exhibited the 
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reactions of "dissatisfied prompting retest/prep" and "dissatisfied but accepting." 
Even within this small group, we see very similar reactions to test scores.: 
lntervjewer 1: Can I talk about the SAT process for a minute in terms of all that 
testing you had to go through? How did that go for people? 
Member 1 : To be quite honest with you, it didn't go quite as well for me. The 
thing is my grades were pretty good, all through high school my grades were 
good, so it helped me out. But as far as the SATs ... 
Member 4: I was in the same boat. The SATs were low, but the grades were 
good. 
Member 3: I feel the same way too. My whole four years I wasn't trying to 
prepare myself for a one-day event. If I'm interested in something, if I'm going for 
something, I go after it. I can't put everything on one day. It's too stressful. 
Member 2: It was actually funny to me. In my class we had a competition for the 
highest test score and me and this one girl, she was the valedictorian at 
graduation, she was smart, but she never liked to brag about it until the SATs 
came around. And I took a SAT and scored a 930, she scored 1000. I looked at 
her and I thought just because you scored a 1 000, and I was so determined to 
get a 1000. So I went back and I took it and got 1 000. So I told her and so she 
took it again and got a higher score, so it was cool, it was kind of like 
competition. The competition made you work harder for it. It made you go to 
study sessions to learn more about the SATs. Eat a nice breakfast and be ready 
to take the test. 
Interviewer 1 : How important did you feel they were tests were in the process, 
and when you got your scores, how did you see that focusing you? Did that 
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change your focus on different colleges. 
Member 2: Yes, because my first choice was to go to [a Service Academy], but 
they wanted 1150. I was striving for that at my first go at it and I missed it and 
wondered what I would do now. So I looked at my other options. Well, these 
colleges don't want that much and I still wanted to achieve my goal of 1150, but 
it never worked out. It does put a strain on you that colleges want that much and 
then you don't get that. 
Interviewer 1: Do other people get that feeling that Bryan does? 
Member 4: No. 
Interviewer 1: How was it for you? 
Member 4: I took the SATs one time, and I never took it again because I don't 
think by you taking the test you really show your ability. So by me taking it once I 
wasn't planning on taking it again, so I applied to schools with the grades 1 had 
with that score, and I did get into the schools I wanted to. Then the second thing 
was to look at how much money they would give you and that's where I made 
my choice of where I was going. 
Member 3: I took it once and like I said before I don't want one day to determine 
your last four years. I don't think that's fair. I got A's and B's and did bad on the 
SATs. You're not going to throw everything away for one day, and I did get into 
schools ... 
The Counselor Interviews 
An analysis of the transcriptions of the three college counselors who work 
in public inner-city high schools also affirmed many of the findings from the 
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individual interviews, and did not discredit or disconfirm any of the findings. The 
counselor interviews were included in the study for the purposes of establishing 
data triangulation, obtaining additional data, and bringing additional 
perspectives to the process. 
From the interview with Counselor 1 : 
lnterv;ewer: For a student going through high school thinking about college, the 
application process, all the aspects of that application process, and finally 
enrolling in college ... what do you see as the biggest difficulties or barriers that 
a student would have to encounter or overcome? 
Counselor 1: Primarily, for most of the students, we start when they are seniors 
and most of them have not done much or any college preparation before they 
are seniors. They are not aware of much information at all, so that's a big 
barrier, but they start last minute. Another barrier is a lot of them, not all of them, 
are financing their way through college, so if they are receiving applications and 
information, they are figuring out that piece by themselves. It requires them to be 
initiators and self-motivators, and they have to be responsible. If they need help 
with the paperwork they are receiving from the colleges, they have to ask for it 
because the parents are not going to sit down with them and go over it with 
them ... That's another issue, the low parental involvement. In full respect for 
the parents, because I worked with the adults before, [they are] working 
numerous jobs, supporting multiple responsibilities and in many cases [they 
are] immigrants, not understanding the system, language barriers, economic 
barriers. So it's not one thing, it's a complex web that we try to untangle with 
students, and see what helps motivate students, both in general ways what 
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gives them hope, access to a vision that college is an accessible resource for 
them both financially and personally, that it's a route to a better job and career 
opportunities than what they would otherwise have. We have workshops and 
work with the students individually. I think the individual piece is big because I 
think they need a personal connection with the process ... how to make that 
meaningful to them and something to feel like they belong. 
lntervjewer: How do you see your kids in terms of SATs and all that? How does 
that fit in? 
Counselor 1: I'm trying to learn about that myself, the average SAT score, even 
for the "straight A" student in the population that I work with [the score is often] 
under 800 combined. I'm trying to educate myself why that is ... I'm finding with 
students, that they are not exposed to standardized testing a lot. The Kaplan 
testing [a test prep course] costs $600, having adequate prep, seeing it is 
meaningful, understanding how that relates to college. If they entered senior 
year not really thinking very much about college, and I'm not talking about all of 
them, but a majority of them, "What is the purpose of everyone pushing for this 
SAT, what is the motivation, the meaning for me to excel on this?" ... For most 
of the students it's a huge barrier. 
Interviewer: On the FAFSA and [CSS] PROFILE, how does that go for kids? 
Counselor 1: So how does it go filling out the FAFSA? They [students in a 
special program] have multiple people helping them, even more so than the 
college applications, even though it presents similar difficulties. I think I talk 
about FAFSA every single week, I go through it with them. We fill it out line by 
line. When it comes to the financial piece I have to rely on them to bring in the 
paper work to fill in those blanks and meeting that deadline is effortful. 
lntervjewer: Even with all that help? 
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Counselor 1 : Yes with all that help, it's incredibly effortful. I check in with them 
every week, "Where is it?", "My mom has it", "Do you want me to talk with your 
mom?" I also try to hook up with the parent if I can because sometimes the 
parent will ask about their tax information or personal information, their income, 
their Social Security Number. So if I can alleviate the parents' fear about why 
it's being used. Again, the parents for the most part are not informed about what 
the FAFSA is, they don't have a sense of it, and it's the student's responsibility 
to fill it out. A lot of the suburban kids give it to their parents. I'm making an 
assumption there, but I'm assuming they give it to their parents and a parent fills 
it out. The essay is another huge barrier for students, having the essay as part of 
the application. Writing another essay for someone they don't know is 
challenging. 
From the interview with Counselor 2: 
Interviewer: What is the role of the family usually for these students? How 
involved are they? In what capacity are they involved? 
Counselor 2: Because the parents maybe have not completed college, because 
they have not gone through the process, it is very difficult them to know what to 
do. So they are going to rely on the school to be able to pick up where they 
don't have the knowledge, so the school can tell the student what to do because 
here we are educators. So you may have [some] parents that have gone on to 
college and understand the process, but because things change every year and 
it's not something the parent keeps up with, whereas we do. We have a better 
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backgrounds for giving the students information; what is it they need to do and 
the things that change like testing, and the admission criteria. They're just trying 
to keep the family [going]. Even though they realize that education is important, 
a lot of them don't have the time to do it, so without college counselors, 
advisors, we would see a loss in many students not going. They may have the 
desire to go, but how to get there, that is the crux of the matter ... 
Interviewer: What would you say to someone who says "if a kid is smart enough 
to go to college, they should be smart enough to go through the application 
process?" 
Counselor 2: No, not true. We think that, but let's be realistic. How many of us 
when it's time to do our taxes, we think we have our college degree and we 
should be able to figure that out, but that is not our expertise, it's not an area that 
we learned. We know by reading what it's going to take, what we have to do. but 
if that's not your area of expertise and you don't know the laws like a tax 
preparer, then you have questions. 
From the interview with counselor 3: 
Interviewer: Where do you see your role as being the biggest help to them? 
Counselor 3: A lot of these students from our school are from other countries 
and they don't know how our system works. They don't know you need 
admission tests. A lot of students at my school think you sign up for college. You 
register for it and you don't apply for it. They are not aware of the difference. 
They don't know that colleges have requirements and they have to meet those 
requirements. A lot of it is just familiarizing these students. A lot of them are first-
generation students and they just don't even know what they need to do. When 
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they find out you, can just see the panic on their faces .... 
Interviewer: I know it's hard to generalize, but generally what do you see as the 
role of the families in the process for these kids? What role does the family 
take? 
Counselor 3: That's very hard to generalize. Some families are very supportive 
and some they just (I don't think that they don't want to) they just cannot offer 
any guidance in this area. They just don't understand the system. We do 
financial aid the second half of the [school] year in January. Every senior in the 
school fills out a financial aid form and then by appointment they bring in their 
taxes and I guide them through that. Just getting the parents to cooperate 
through that sometimes can be a real struggle ... I can't say the families are not 
supportive, it's just so individual. ... 
Interviewer: But whether the support or expectation of college is there or not for 
a student, could [you say) they "don't know the ropes" so to speak? 
Counselor 3: They do .DQ1 know the ropes. 
lntervjewer: Would you call the financial aid process a obstacle for a lot of these 
kids? 
Coynselor 3: They would not have a clue on how to do it if there was not 
someone here showing them .... A lot of the kids do not live with the parents. A 
lot of them live with grandparents, brothers and sisters. It's not a "Cleaver'' family 
here. 
Interviewer: [What else do you see] that is a possible obstacle for kids or where 
the process could fall apart from them or be a barrier? What other parts of the 
process do you see that without you and that school available to them, we might 
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see a drop off point for them, where they just say "Forget it, it's too much"? 
Counselor 3: I think sometimes they think that they cannot go ... you know they 
have a tendency to [think of going] to a community college as a failure on their 
part. I think they have to be constantly told it's just another way to reach the 
same goal. ... 
Interviewer: Where else do you see obstacles or barriers to these kids on their 
path to college? 
Counselor 3: One is what they learn from their high school classes. Some of the 
habits they develop in high school are awful ... I think that's a terrible barrier. 
Getting the applications, we order the applications. I have two drawers full of 
applications for schools in U.S., I have a drawer full of applications for Black 
colleges only and another drawer for [in-state] colleges only. So my kids have 
access to applications. If I had to tell them to go write for a application, they 
wouldn't do it. 
Interviewer: So something as simple as that, increases the access for kids? 
Counselor 3: Yes, they think, "I don't know how to do that." It sounds like a silly 
thing, but they all don't do that. 
Interviewer: I have kids say to me "how would I get a application?" They don't 
think they could call the school and get one. 
Counselor 3: ... It sounds so elementary but they don't think about it, or they 
think "they will never send me one." 
Interviewer: I also have been asked if it costs anything to get the application. 
Counselor 3: Right, and then the idea of sending a transcript. They have no idea 
about that, or they will take the SAT and will not put down school codes 
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because they don't want anyone else to know their scores. They want to keep it 
quiet, but the school has to know what your score is, and they will say "I don't 
want them to know." So it's a lack of understanding. 
Summary 
The findings presented show that while the college choice processes for 
the 25 participants were highly individualized, at the same time, they included 
some common elements. Most common, and most positive, was the high level 
of family support and expectation for college attendance. Other common, but not 
as universally present, elements included the financial aid factor and the career 
factor in choice of college. Common, but not universal, negative elements 
included difficulties with the application process and financial aid problems. 
Meanwhile, there was a wide range in the levels of support and 
expectation available in the participants' high school, and a wide range in the 
amount of available guidance counselor support. There was also a wide range 
in the number of applications submitted by participants, with a low of one and a 
high of twelve. The participants' reactions to their scores on college entrance 
examinations can be placed in three very different categories; satisfied, 
dissatisfied prompting retest and/or test prep, and dissatisfied but accepting. 
While one would expect both individual and common elements, and both 
positive and negative elements, in the college choice process, the fact that so 
many potentially positive elements are found inconsistently and are often 
unavailable, and so many negative factors are pervasive, is unsettling. It is 
important to discern which positive elements can be made more common, and 
which negative elements can be removed, by providing specific opportunity 
structures for students. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
The findings of this study, may provide insights that will inform counselors 
of ways to better deliver information to students. This research contributes to the 
understanding of the college choice process; however, it is important to ask to 
what degree can it change the way counselors do business? Without systemic 
changes, many counselors will still be overburdened and unable to give the 
college choice process the attention it needs and deserves. This and future 
research into the value and complexities of the college choice process may 
help convince policymakers and others that changes in opportunity structures 
are needed and detail what these changes should be. 
The Family 
In terms of family background, the current data suggest that it is the level of 
parental expectation and support that influences college attendance, rather that 
parents' educational attainment. When the educational levels of both parents 
are put together, for 14 of the 25 participants in this study, neither parent 
finished a four-year degree, and only five participants had both parents who 
hold at least a four-year degree; however, for all25 participants, there was the 
expectation in the family that the participant would attend college. 
This lends support to the findings of Horn and Chen's (1998) study of at-
risk youth which found that parents' educational expectations exerted a strong 
influence on whether moderate- to high-risk students enrolled in any 
postsecondary education. In addition, they found that moderate- to high-risk 
youth whose parents frequently discussed school-related matters with them in 
high school had much higher odds of both four-year college enrollment and 
enrollment in any postsecondary education, compared to students whose 
parents had no school-related discussions with them. 
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This finding is also related to a conclusion by Hurtado et al. (1996) that 
neither mother's nor father's education was significantly related to the number 
of applications submitted by African American and Latino students in their study. 
These authors suggest that "[t]his may indicate that these students' parents 
have high aspirations for their children, but are less likely to provide advice that 
constitutes a strategy for selecting a range of institutions for college application" 
(p. 14). While this explanation does account for the fact that the children of more 
highly educated parents do not submit more applications, it does not account for 
the fact that the children of less-educated parents file just as many applications. 
Another explanation, which does not compete with Hurtado et al. 's explanation, 
is that parents' expectations (not measured in the Hurtado et al. study) are more 
important than their education in influencing college choice behaviors. 
A recommendation from the current findings is that early college 
awareness programs must involve parents. Parents need to know that 
postsecondary education is an option for their children early on, so parents will 
then perhaps discuss school-related matters with their children, and create a 
climate of support and expectation in the family. This finding also supports the 
suggestion from the students in Freeman's (1997) study to "instill possibilities 
early'' (p. 543). 
A student in the focus group in the current study also had a suggestion 
along these lines: 
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lotervjewer 1: If you could do one thing now, having gone through it and you 
know what you need, if you could be like a principal or you have some power, 
what would you do in a school for those [reluctant] kids [to go] on to college? 
Member 1 : Reach out to their parents. 
The High School 
While all participants felt that their high school expected them to attend 
college, four students felt only moderately supported by the school, four felt that 
the school was supportive of some but not all students, and one felt no support. 
Overall, the schools expected college attendance and, with only one exception, 
provided at least moderate support for the participant. 
While three of the 17 females felt only moderately supported and none felt 
no support, one of the eight males felt only moderately supported (Jaime) and 
one felt no support (Rashad) from their schools. These three females attended 
urban high schools, and both of these males attended mostly White suburban 
high schools. Although numbers are very small, and no conclusions can be 
drawn, it might be important for schools in predominantly White suburbs to 
examine their college-related expectations for the Black male students 
From the interview with Rashad: 
Interviewer: Who told you any specific information about going to college while 
you were in high school? 
Rashad: No one really. 
Interviewer: How about your parents? 
Rashad: They said I should go to college and get a degree, that I wouldn't get 
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anywhere without it. Times are changing ... 
Interviewer: So your parents were the ones that had the expectations and who 
gave you the help in going to college? 
Rashad: Yes. 
lntervjewer: How about your high school? Did anyone give you specific 
information about college? 
Rashad: No. 
lntervjewer: Nothing at all? 
Rashad: No. 
High schools need to be given the resources to help create a school 
climate that supports college attendance for their students. Students need the 
one-to-one attention from adults to help them believe that they can succeed 
academically. Without this attention, the academic competence and the sense 
of self-efficacy needed to make it through the process and move on to college is 
less likely to develop. These findings from the current study support 
McDonough's (1997) finding that "[i]ndividual student behavior in each of these 
high schools [in her study] was influenced by the flow and content of college 
information and the school's explicit expectations that highlighted or 
downplayed specific options" (p. 156). These current findings also support the 
themes that emerged from the students' suggestions for solutions in Freeman's 
(1997) study, which "mostly centered on the conditions of the place where 
students are being taught" (p. 540). 
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College Guidance 
An examination of the levels of guidance at the participants' schools 
reveals that the overwhelming majority went to either medium or high guidance 
high schools (22). One of the three participants who attended a low guidance 
school (Nicola) found support from a member of the school staff who worked in 
the college office. It seems that this person was a paraprofessional who made 
many extra efforts to provide college guidance at the school. 
Another participant at a low guidance school (Rashad) felt some support 
from a person in a college office, but less than Nicola. Rashad was also the only 
participant in the sample who did not attend college immediately after high 
school (he applied, but was not accepted at the colleges). He also attended a 
two-year culinary school before transferring to a university to become certified 
as a teacher. 
Jamar was the the other participant who attended a low guidance high 
school. For him, it it was the football factor that provided the help and support: 
Interviewer: Tell me a little bit about the process of how you applied to college. 
Jamar: Mostly the college coaches called me. I looked at certain schools and I 
sent them tapes to get the applications of the schools that actually wanted me. 
That's who I paid attention to because I was in a pretty good position because I 
had the grades to go to a good school and I could play football. I felt who ever 
wanted me the most and who would give me the most money and what school I 
liked the best. . . . 
Interviewer: So any counselors or anybody there was a help to you? 
Jamar: Yeah there was one, but he wasn't even my counselor. He was a higher 
grade counselor, but now he is actually my sister's counselor. He is working 
well with her, but he helped me more than anyone else. 
Interviewer: So he was of some help to you? 
Jamar: Yes. He was of some help, but not a lot. 
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Further research is needed to examine more students from low guidance 
high schools and their college attendance and the effects of additional 
interventions in these schools. Additional research is also needed to examine 
college students who have had matriculation difficulties (i.e., tried to attend 
college but were initially unsuccessful) to determine the level of guidance 
support at their high schools. 
Another important finding in the current study was the presence of what 
were called "guidance approach problems." These were mentioned by three of 
the participants (Bristian, Cyrus, and Jamar) in the study. In one case, Bristian's 
guidance counselor seemed only willing to support the community college 
option with her, which closed off communication with Bristian. The guidance 
counselor's rationale seemed to be the cost of the four-year college and 
Bristian's SAT scores. It is unclear why the counselor did not suggest 
community college, while still supporting Bristian's application to the four-year 
college and her application for financial aid. 
In Cyrus's high school, there seemed to be an overwhelming emphasis on 
small, liberal arts colleges and a steering away from larger universities. As 
Cyrus was either one of the few African American students, or the only African 
American student, at his school, there may not have been a history of African 
American students visiting smaller liberal arts schools where African Americans 
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may be underrepresented. It is possible that some guidance counselors are not 
as aware as they need to be of the milieus to which they are sending African 
American students, and even if the African American student considers some 
smaller, liberal arts colleges, they may also want to consider larger, more 
ethnically diverse universities in order to compare and contrast them. 
The guidance approach problem theme in the current study supports 
McDonough's (1997) finding that "[e]ach of the guidance counselors 
constructed norms for behavior and expectations for students making 
assessments of the objective possibilities of individual students and each 
school's average student's chances for college admissions" (p. 151 ). An 
implication of these findings is that counseling departments should review 
departmental philosophies, approaches, and practices regularly to see if any of 
these are creating problems and limiting options for students. 
The current interview data also suggests a strong need for guidance 
counselors in high schools with small and very small African American 
populations to learn about Historically Black Colleges and Universities. Two 
participants in the current study were disadvantaged by the lack of information 
on these colleges at their high schools. One participant ended up not attending 
an HBCU that was her first choice because of problems with the financial aid 
application. Timely information might have prevented this problem. 
Overall, the participants in the study indicated both a strong need for, and 
satisfaction with, specialized guidance support in the high school. Certainly a 
strong guidance program within a high school, one that provides ongoing and 
comprehensive support from the beginning of the process to the end, provides 
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an opportunity structure for its students. 
In contrast, it is easy in retrospect to see where the three students from low 
guidance high schools and the six from medium guidance high schools could 
have been better served. If the opportunity structures that facilitate college 
attendance were built in by design rather than left to chance, how much easier 
would it have been for these students to go on to the next step in their 
education? 
It is clear from the findings of this study that students benefit from guidance 
support during the process, and the support should be available and 
specialized. If counselors are overburdened with noncollege matters, either the 
student/counselor ratios must be lowered, or counselors and their students 
need specialized support staff in the schools to help them with college 
guidance. 
The high school students in Freeman's (1997) study and Freeman's own 
observations parallel the current observations: 
In addition to some students' stated responses about the importance of 
having counselors actively involved in the process to increase African 
American students' participation in higher education, observations and 
conversations with school officials confirmed students' statements. It was 
personally noted by the researcher that in those schools that had 
structured counseling programs, there tended to be a greater number of 
students interested in higher education participation. (p. 542) 
Testing 
Two important findings in the current study were the degree to which the 
participants were dissatisfied with their SAT/ACT scores, and the ways that this 
dissatisfaction was resolved by the participants. The 16 dissatisfied test-takers 
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fell into two distinct groups that were coded as dissatisfied prompting retest/prep 
and dissatisfied but accepting. 
These distinct reactions may be attempts to resolve cognitive dissonance 
that is created when the student sees himself or herself as a good student, but 
gets low test scores on the SAT/ACT. If these are, in fact, common reactions for 
many students, researchers and counselors must examine which students are 
exhibiting the more adaptive response. Are the retest/prep students helping 
themselves, or can the time, money, and effort be better spent elsewhere? Are 
the accepting students hurting themselves, or is their response the healthier 
one? When the external messages are inconsistent, it is not surprising that the 
reactions to them are confused. 
If the responses to the students' concerns are individualized (i.e., the 
student is told to prep and retest because scores seem out of line in reference to 
other indicators of that individual's achievement), then the responses are 
probably appropriate. However, what many students seem to hear are blanket 
statements which may even be interpreted as .all colleges have a certain 
minimum cutoff for SAT/ACT scores for acceptance. Further research is needed 
to determine if scores that are perceived as low become a self-screening 
mechanism causing students to not apply to college at all, or to not apply to 
colleges for which they are otherwise qualified and to which they may be 
accepted. 
Another way that test scores may be self-screening mechanisms is 
exemplified in a quote from Karen, "The scholarships were hard to find that fit 
your criteria, if you don't make that certain grade. A lot of people don't do well 
on grades or SAT scores and they base [scholarships] on SATs." Further 
research is to see whether these perceptions are negatively affecting the 
college choice process for students. 
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The findings in this study show that students need individualized, 
objective, and accurate information about their SAT/ACT scores, so they can 
make informed judgments about the effects of their scores on the chances of 
admission to colleges. Colleges must be very clear about the importance of 
SAT/ACT testing in admission to their institutions, and this information must be 
clearly communicated to counselors and students. High school counselors must 
be very careful of the information they communicate to students about SAT/ACT 
scores, as students make important decisions based, not just on their scores, 
but on their perceptions of them as well. 
Costs and Choice 
The fact that cost was a factor in college choice for the participants was 
not unexpected; however, the magnitude of the importance of cost was 
surprising. For 15 of the 25 participants, it was the most important factor in 
choice, and in no cases was it an unimportant factor. This is consistent with a 
finding in the study by Berkner and Chavez (1996) that low income, Black, and 
Hispanic parents of college-qualified seniors were very concerned about costs 
and the availability of financial aid in choosing a college and, among these 
three groups, only the Black students were as concerned as their parents. 
These findings concerning cost and choice are consistent with Freeman's 
(1997) findings of economic barriers as one of the two broad themes 
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concerning barriers in the responses of African American high school students. 
In her study, the economic barriers were further classified into a fear of not 
having enough money to attend college, and fear of not getting a job that pays 
an appropriate salary after finishing college. The first of these is consistent with 
the current study's findings on costs and choice, while the second of these is 
consistent with the findings on the importance of career orientation discussed 
below. 
It may be that the importance of financial aid in choice is a hedge against 
uncertainty. A college education is not a guarantee of a job, so a member of a 
minority group with a history of being discriminated against is risking money on 
a uncertain outcome. The family is minimizing risk by choosing the least 
expensive option. 
These findings suggest that colleges whose mission it is to serve low-
income, urban and rural populations need more economic support from federal, 
state and local governments. These colleges need to be able to offer more 
need-based and merit-based scholarships to attract students and keep them for 
four years. Because of the importance of career orientations to the students who 
will be served by these institutions, there should also be support for career-
focused programs including preprofessional majors and cooperative education. 
The option of a cooperative education program also offers students the 
opportunity to earn money while getting "real-world" learning experiences in 
their future professions, and to build a resume. 
The findings of this study also suggest that Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities need more government support, both support for the colleges 
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themselves and support for increased awareness of these institutions by 
counselors. Examples cited above show that some students were 
disadvantaged by their counselors' lack of knowledge about HBCUs. This 
problem may be primarily regional as all of the HBCUs are, for the most part, 
clustered in certain parts of the country. Another participant (Tomas) would have 
preferred to attend an HBCU, but did not because the HBCU could not match 
the financial aid package of the college he was attending. 
While HBCUs are only 3% of the total number of postsecondary 
institutions in the United States, in 1994, four-year HBCUs awarded 28% of all 
Bachelor's degrees earned by Black students (McLure & Rao, 2000). Despite 
this popularity and success, it seems highly probable that many students for 
whom HBCUs would be an excellent choice are not attending them either due 
to lack of financial aid and/or lack of information. 
The Career Choice Factor 
A significant finding in the present study was the number of participants 
who mentioned their colleges' career orientation and/or their choice of a 
specific career-oriented or preprofessional major. This finding is supported by 
the choices of majors of the participants; only one of the participants had an 
undeclared major and, of the 24 others, two were in the social sciences (African 
American Studies, Sociology/Urban Studies), three were in Liberal Arts majors 
(two English, one History), while all of the others were in preprofessional 
majors. This also seems consistent with the fear of not getting a job that pays an 
appropriate salary reported by Freeman (1997) and discussed above. 
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These findings might be related to the finding that, for a majority of 
participants in the study, cost was the number one factor in choosing the 
college. Again, this choice and focus might be a hedge against uncertainty; why 
go into debt and spend savings and income for an even more uncertain future 
by attending college without a career focus? 
Kane (1999) speculates that economic uncertainty may also be affecting 
the choice to not attend college at all: 
... although a college education has a higher expected payoff than 
before, it is also probably a riskier investment because some will have 
higher returns than others, and some may even face negative returns. 
Particularly among first-generation college students, risk aversion may 
leave some worthwhile investments unmade. (p. 131) 
Kane (1999) also points out that the certainty of current employment 
versus the risk of college attendance may also affect to choice to not attend 
college: 
[f]inancial aid statistics provide an incomplete picture of potential barriers 
to attendance by low-income youth. First, these young people are paying 
far larger costs than the tuition bills. The average income of an 18- to 24-
year-old male high school graduate working full time in 1992 was 
$16,900. If a student were to forgo nine months of this salary to attend 
college full-time, his costs would amount to $12,675, which greatly 
exceeds the tuition costs at the average public two-year or four-year 
college. Therefore, it is not just tuition costs that families face, but the cost 
of forgone earnings as well. (pp. 91-92) 
College Applications 
Various aspects of the application process were perceived as difficult by 
the participants including; meeting deadlines, communicating with the colleges, 
and paying application fees, as well as other less specific difficulties. A 
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significant number of the participants mentioned the importance of a checking 
function, that is having someone to look over everything before it is sent out. 
This is another example of an opportunity structure, which if not present may be 
a barrier. It seems likely that many students are not applying, underapplying, 
and/or missing deadlines because of their unfamiliarity with the process. 
The application behaviors of participants in the current study reflect 
McDonough's (1997) observation that "students' admissions management 
behaviors are individual, class, and organizational responses to a changed, 
uncertain environmenr (p. 155). It is not surprising that the results from the 
current study and McDonough's study show that admissions management 
behaviors are individualized; what is surprising is the extreme degree of 
individualization in the process. Students get to where they are going through a 
very individualized series of choices and behaviors that are supported, or not 
supported, by structures that are there sometimes by design and often by 
chance. White these two studies involved students who applied to colleges, it is 
easy to see how the difficulties they faced might cause other students (e.g., with 
tess supportive families and schools) not to apply at all. 
Many students are underapplying, both in terms of the number of 
applications they are submitting .and. of the numbers of students who are not 
submitting applications to any college. In a longitudinal study by Hurtado, 
lnkelas, Briggs, and Rhee (1997), it was found that, among students in a high-
achieving 8th-grade cohort, 28% of the Latinos and 19% of the African 
Americans had not applied to college by the end of the 12th grade. Their results 
also showed that large proportions of African Americans (45%) and Latino 
162 
students (47%) do not apply to college at all during the 12th grade. Hurtado et 
al. (1996) found that White and African American students concerned about 
finances were less likely to apply to many colleges, which is a 
counterproductive behavior as these students would then likely end up with 
fewer financial aid packages from which to make a choice. 
The application process must be examined to see how it could be 
streamlined and made less confusing to students. Certainly more guidance 
help, as discussed above, would help students with application difficulties, but 
simplifying the process is also indicated by the findings of this study. 
One approach to simplification might be another version of the Common 
Application. Because membership in the group of Common Application schools 
is restricted, many students cannot take advantage of this option. An alternative 
form might be adapted by other colleges for use by students. Also, more eligible 
students need to know about the availability of fee waivers for the ACTs, SATs, 
The CSS PROFILE, and college applications. 
Financial Aid 
The financial aid application process was even more problematic than the 
college application process for the majority of the participants. Problems with 
financial aid had significant consequences for some of the participants 
including not attending a first-choice school, getting a smaller package because 
of lateness, transferring to another college, and coming close to "stopping out" 
of college. 
A study by Berkner and Chavez (1997) found that Black students were 
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more likely to have discussed financial aid with teachers and counselors (77 
percent) or college representatives (57) percent than were students from other 
racial ethnic groups. This suggests that the financial aid difficulties experienced 
by Black students are not the results of a lack of effort or searching for 
information. 
If the problems mentioned in this study are happening to students in high 
and medium guidance schools, we can conclude that problems are even worse 
in high schools with less guidance support. Financial aid problems may be 
barriers which cause many students to discontinue the application process 
every year. 
It is clear from these findings that the whole process of applying for 
financial aid needs to be simplified. This complex process appears to be least 
accessible to the people who need it most. The FAFSA and CSS PROFILE 
need to be redesigned with input from the people who need to use it. 
In Kane's (1999) analysis from an economic and public policy perspective, 
it was found that a primary goal must be to 
make simplicity and transparency fundamental to the aid application 
process. Families' uncertainty about the availability and potential amount 
of aid is, in part, a result of the design of federal financial aid policy. 
Currently, the marketing of federal financial aid is done largely by college 
financial aid offices when they offer aid packages to the students who 
apply for help. One strength of such a system is that the mixture of grants, 
loans, and work-study can be tailored to meet the particular needs of each 
student. However, parents and students are usually uncertain about the 
extent of aid available right up to the time they receive their package, 
when it is too late to adjust their savings decisions or to expand the range 
of colleges to which they have applied. And those whose decisions we 
would most hope to affect, those who would not be going to college in the 
absence of aid, are probably least likely to be able to navigate the system 
easily and anticipate the amount of aid available. (p. 15) 
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A New Model 
A second goal of this study was to examine the prototypic model of the 
college choice process developed in the pilot study (MacGowan, 1997) in light 
of the current data, and modify the model where appropriate. The researcher 
found consistency with the data from the previous study and the resulting model 
(see Figure 1 ), and no inconsistencies were found that would invalidate the 
model or its components. In the current interview data, there was confirming 
evidence for the timeline, the inputs, the subprocesses of awareness, 
exploration, and selection, the components of the exploration subprocess, and 
the components of the selection subprocess. 
The analysis and interpretation of the interview data in the current study 
suggest that some changes needed to be made in the earlier model to more 
accurately reflect the experiences of African American college-bound students . 
The new model can be seen as an ideal if the attributes, the subprocesses, and 
the opportunity structures are helpful and supportive of college attendance. It is 
also helpful to examine the model in terms of all of the places where things can 
go wrong for a student, and could impede college attendance. 
The current data suggest an adjustment in the attribute part of the model. It 
appears that the model should include parental expectation and support, and 
school expectation and support (see Figure 2). The concept of background 
Figure 2 - A student-centered model of the college choice process 
EXPLORATION SELECTION 
1\MTCHING FEEDBACK LOOP 
_Be_lcre_G_rade_1_1 -~/' Grade 11 Grade 12 
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SATISFACTION I 
DISSATISFACTION 
variables in the original model (individual, parental, societal, economic, and 
school) may be more deterministic than is suggested by the current study. The 
original model was an attempt to move away from the deterministic aspects of 
previous models; this study suggests that these parental influences may be 
even more malleable and susceptible to intervention than was previously 
thought. While it is impossible to go back in time and influence a parent's 
educational attainment (or background), interventions can certainly influence a 
parent's support and expectation for college attendance for his or her child. 
At the same time, what were seen in the analysis and interpretation of the 
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earlier study as societal, economic, and school background variables could 
instead be viewed as opportunity structures, again malleable and susceptible to 
intervention. Similarly, inputs can be formalized as opportunity structures that 
can be built into educational environments and public policies; they are there 
for those who want and need them; therefore, inputs were renamed opportunity 
structures. 
The model is also changed by adding a guidance component to the inputs 
hexagon. The reason for adding the guidance component is because the 
overwhelming number of participants in the current study mentioned the 
importance of guidance; that is, reciprocal contact with a knowledgeable adult 
or adults, rather than just the receiving of information. The data suggest that 
guidance support often, but not always, came from a guidance counselor. 
Whether the school was high guidance, medium guidance or low guidance, the 
participant (with one exception) found someone to fulfill the guidance function. 
In addition, many participants mentioned the importance of the guidance 
function in the overall success of their college choice process. 
The current study suggests adding three arrows from the inputs and 
guidance hexagon to point directly at the three components that make up the 
selection subprocess. These three arrows were added due to the importance of 
the ongoing contact that was indicated by the participants as necessary at each 
component of selection. 
A final change adds financial aid application to the applying phase of 
selection. Financial aid application was added to the model because it was 
such a significant part of the process for the participants, and had so many 
consequences for college choice and attendance. 
Implications for Future Research and Practice 
Further research needs to examine the points at which challenges and 
obstacles become insurmountable barriers and block access to college. 
Meanwhile, data from the current study suggest that much can be done, 
including implementing programs that provide support for students, parents, 
and secondary schools. Practitioners and researchers might also use the 
results to see how other underrepresented populations can be helped. 
167 
In 1997, Black women earned 64.4 percent of all the Bachelor's degrees 
and 68.7% of all Master's degrees awarded to Black students in the United 
States. In 1998, 64.6% of all Doctorates earned by Blacks were awarded to 
Black women (Black Excel Newsletter, 2000). Further research is needed to find 
out why Black males are not going on to higher education in the same 
proportion as Black females. Research is also needed to identify opportunity 
structures that can facilitate the transition of Black males to higher education. 
Summary 
This study of African American students who made it to college strongly 
suggests that the college choice process is a difficult one; each step along the 
way presents challenges and obstacles for the participants. While the college 
choice process is stressful and difficult for many or even most students and their 
families, the added disadvantages that disproportionate numbers of African 
American students encounter (e.g., lower socioeconomic status, underfunded 
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primary and secondary schools, first-generation status) make the process even 
more problematic. 
An important aspect of the interviews that was evident to the interviewer, 
but might not have been evident in the written transcriptions, was the 
willingness and often the eagerness of the participants to tell their stories. There 
was a pride in their accomplishments, as well as a desire to tell the researcher 
about their difficulties, the difficulties of their peers, and where changes and 
improvements should be made for future students. 
Throughout this study, the image of an obstacle course kept coming to 
mind as a metaphor for the college choice process for these African American 
students. Now, reflecting on the study as a whole, this metaphor seems 
incomplete. For these students, college choice was not a typical obstacle 
course. On their courses, the rules and obstacles kept changing (e.g., Bristian 
was told by her counselor that the college would not accept her because of her 
SAT scores). The runners aren't sure what the finish line will look like or 
whether they will even reach it (e.g., Nicola thought that she had to drop out of 
college because of financial aid problems). They aren't sure what the prize will 
be, or if there will even be a prize. Some may decide that the race is not even 
worth finishing; many others decide that it is not even worth starting. 
If counselors want to address the needs of a heterogeneous population, 
they cannot act as if everyone is the same. Further, they cannot assume that 
everyone has access to the information and resources needed to go to college, 
and that all anyone needs is the ability and the desire. If society wants to 
address the needs of a heterogeneous population and improve college access, 
it will be necessary to build the opportunity structures that support students 
throughout the process, from awareness of college as an option to college 
graduation. 
An effect will not arise if you do not cultivate all of its causes, just as a 
sprout - the effect - is not produced when any one of its causes -
the seed, etc. - is absent. Therefore, when you desire a particular effect 
you must cultivate all of its causes and conditions. 
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- Kamalashila, 8th century (The Tibet Center, 1999) 
Background information form 
APPENDICES 
Appendix 1 
1.) First Name __________ Initials _____ _ 
2.) Male Female 
3.) Location of High School Attended: Circle one: Urban Suburban Rural 
4.) Was your high school (circle one) Public? or Private? 
5.) Home city or town Home state __ 
6.) College now attending ____ _ 
7.) Year in College: Circle one: Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior 
8.)Age ___ _ 
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9.) Do you have any brothers and/or sisters who went to college before you? 
10.) Do you have any brothers and/or sisters who did not attend or haven't yet 
attended college? 
11.) Are your parents ... ? (check one): 
__ Both alive and living with each other 
__ Both alive, divorced or separated 
__ One deceased 
__ Both deceased 
12.) What is the highest level of education of each of your parents? 
Mother 
__ Elementary school 
__ Some high school 
__ High school graduate 
__ Postsecondary school other than college 
__ Some college 
__ College graduate 
__ Some graduate/professional school 
__ Graduate/professional school degree 
Father 
__ Elementary school 
__ Some high school 
__ High school graduate 
__ Postsecondary school other than college 
__ Some college 
__ College graduate 
__ Some graduate/professional school 
__ Graduate/professional school degree 
13.) What is your Major? 
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Appendix 2 
Interview protocol 
1.) I have some questions here that I would like to ask you. But first, tell me a 
little bit about yourself, your family, and why you came here (to this college). 
2.) What did your family think about you going to college? 
3.) What did your school think about you going to college? 
4.) Who told you specific information about going to college? 
5.) Why did you choose this college? 
6.) Walk me through the process of how you applied to college (ask for 
examples). Walk me through how you decided to come here. 
7.) Who helped you? (ask for examples) 
8) Where did you apply? Did you think about any other places? 
9.) When would you tell a current high school student to start the process? 
172 
10.) What would you tell a current high school student who was about to begin 
the process? 
11.) What did I miss? What should I have asked you? 
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Appendix 3 
List of participants by pseudonym 
Study ~ HSIHome Public/ ~ 1st to .Eirm ~ 
name MLE.1 locatjon2 Priyate3 .QQU.. 4 generationS YL. 6 
Bristian F U/U Private 19 Yes Yes Fr. 
Cyrus M U/U Private 19 Yes Yes Fr. 
Darlene F SIU Private 19 No No Fr. 
Dianna F RJR Public 20 No Yes So. 
Ginelle F SIS Public 23 No No Sr. 
Jaime M SIS Public 18 No No Fr. 
Jamar M U/U Public 20 Yes Yes So. 
Janet F U/U Public 19 Yes Yes Fr. 
Joelle F SIS Private 20 Yes Yes Gr. 
Karen F U/U Public 18 No No So. 
Kevin M U/U Public 19 Yes Yes So. 
Nancy F SIS Private 19 No No Fr. 
Nicola F U/U Public 20 Yes Yes Jr. 
Olya F SIS Public 19 No Yes Fr. 
Patria F U/U Public 19 Yes Yes Fr. 
Rashad M SIS Public 22 No No So. 
Rubiah F U/U Public 18 No No Fr. 
Sondra F U/U Public 18 No Yes So. 
Sonjiah F U/U Private 20 No No Sr. 
Sujia F U/U Public 33 No Yes Gr. 
Stephan M SIS Public 20 No No 
Tam ina F UIU Public 18 Yes Yes 
Tomas M SIU Public 22 No Yes 
Ty M SIS Public 22 No No 
Yulia F SIS Public 20 No No 
Key: 
1.) Sex MIF- M=Male, F=Female. 
2.) HS/Home location (High schoollocationl home location)- U=Urban, 
S=Suburban, A=Aural. 
3.) Public/Private (Public or private high school). 
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So. 
Fr. 
Sr. 
Sr. 
Jr. 
4.) 1st to coli. (First member of immediate family to attend a four-year college). 
5.) First-generation (Neither parent completed a four-year degree). 
6.) Coli. yr. (Year in college at the time of the interview) - Fr.=Freshman, 
So.=Sophomore, Jr.=Junior, Sr.=Senior, Gr.=Graduate. 
Appendix 4 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
College Search Study 
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Thank you for considering participating in this study of how college students 
chose the colleges to which they applied. Your participation will involve either 
an individual or a group interview in which you will be asked about your 
experiences as a student looking at and applying to colleges. 
Your name will not be used and confidentiality will be maintained during all 
aspects of this project. 
If you have any questions about the project, please contact Bradford R. 
MacGowan at Newton North High School (tel# 617-552-7440), or by email at -
bmacgowan @att. net. 
Participation in this project is voluntary. You may refuse to participate or 
withdraw from participation at any time. 
Your signature below indicates that you have read and understood the above 
information, and that you agree to participate. You will receive a copy of the 
signed form. 
I have been informed of the goals, rationale, and procedures of the interview 
study. I understand it fully and consent to voluntary participation. 
Signed-------------
Thank you very much, 
Bradford R. MacGowan, Ed. M. 
Date ____ _ 
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